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ABSTRACT
The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to examine school resource officers’
(SROs) perceptions of school safety assigned to 12 schools within rural communities located in
the Southeast region of the United States. For this study, school safety was defined as the overall
safety and well-being of the school environment. The perceptions of the SROs assigned to
selected schools were examined using this definition of school safety. All aspects of safety
within the schools were the focus of the study and were not limited to any specific areas of
emphasis. This study utilized a purposeful sampling of 12 participants from three school districts
in the Southeastern region of the United States. Interviews were conducted with the participants
of the study. Analyses of each participant’s interview, both within-case and cross-case, were
completed Personal observations of the SROs within the setting and documents were also be
gathered and utilized for this study. Results of this study indicated that SROs are dedicated to
ensuring that their assigned schools are safe and secure; however, the need exists for further
collaborative efforts between SROs, school administrators, teachers, students, and others to
adequately address the various safety needs within schools. The analysis of the data showed the
need to better clarify and communicate SROs’ roles and responsibilities to others within the
schools, while also highlighting the importance of relationships between SROs and students,
teachers, and administrators to further enhance school safety.
Keywords: school resource officer, school safety, perceptions
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
Overview
Schools are an integral part of society and are critical to the academic success of children.
However, schools must be safe and supportive for learning to occur. This has been a longstanding concern for students, teachers, administrators, and others (Crawford & Burns, 2016).
The purpose of Chapter One is to provide a framework for the multiple case study which will be
described within the bounds of this dissertation. Introductory and background information
regarding this multiple case study about school resource officers’ (SROs) perceptions of school
safety are discussed within this initial chapter. The SROs’ perceptions about different facets of
school safety, as provided by the study participants, will be compiled, examined, coded,
compared, and synthesized. Enclosed within this introductory chapter is the purpose and goal of
the study, the problem, the reason for further examination into this critical topic, and research
questions that will guide the direction of the study for this entire project. This introduction serves
as a springboard into the study and provides an appropriate and informative introduction for the
topic of interest and study that follows.
Background
Within the field of education and in working with the adolescent delinquent population
for nearly twenty years, one of the first lessons that resonated with me was Abraham Maslow’s
hierarchy of needs and the assertion that certain needs, to include safety, must be met to allow a
person to achieve self-actualization (Kenrick, 2017). Research suggests that the safer a student
feels within their school environment the better they are able to focus on the learning process
(Zullig et al., 2015). Within the school environment, this concept should certainly have a
substantial level of merit and much consideration be given to the topic. In simplistic terms, a safe
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school provides a better environment in which to learn. As schools are sub-communities of the
larger society (Barnes, 2016), there are multiple types of safety issues within the school
environment just as there are within the communities. The attention of the public has been
naturally drawn toward the more profound incidents that have tragically caused death or injury to
students and staff within school walls. Acts of mass violence that have occurred on school
campuses in the United States are horrific and have shined an intense light on safety in schools
each time they have occurred. Peguero et al. (2018) provided evidence that the majority of
violent acts are not committed by those outside the school, but rather the students located within
the schools. In fact, many nature and man-made safety hazards may risk student and staff safety
within the school environment (Kano et al., 2007). Most instances reported by law enforcement
officials regarding school violence are minor in nature comparatively (May et al., 2018). Some
familiar examples of this include bullying and assaultive behavior. These violent acts, regardless
of the severity, can have consequences above and beyond the actual occurrence of the initial
incidents themselves (Williams et al., 2018). Mental health concerns such as anxiety and
depression, academic disengagement, and social isolation are examples of some of these effects
(Romero et al., 2014).
There are also many other safety-related focus areas within the learning environment.
Routes and transportation to and from school, socio-organizational factors, family and
community factors, and environmental considerations are areas in need of research and further
focus (Astor et al., 2010). School bus safety, maintaining a safe and orderly system for students
to be dropped off and picked from school, weather-related emergency situations, and medical
emergencies are other school safety focus areas to consider when looking at safety within the
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schools. To further this statement, there have been limited studies that examine risks associated
with the modes of transportation to schools (McDonald et al., 2015).
Historical
Issues such as bullying and aggressive behavior within the school environment have been
the focus of substantial research efforts (Jenkins et al., 2017). In reviewing literature regarding
the topic of school safety, studies that seek perspectives have been largely based upon the
viewpoint of educational administrators, teachers and staff, students, and law enforcement
administrators. One area of focus within many of these studies has been the role, responsibilities,
and actions of SROs within the schools. Research has been conducted about students’ views of
SROs and their contributions to public safety (Perumean-Chaney & Sutton, 2012; Theriot &
Orme, 2016; Zullig et al., 2015). There has remained a sense of ambiguity as to the specific role
these officers play and how they are utilized within the school environment (Rhodes, 2014).
The SRO has been largely tasked with performing duties that work toward keeping a
safer school environment (Raymond, 2010). These officers have seen school safety issues
firsthand; however, their own perceptions about school safety have not been widely sought or
studied. Barnes (2016) stated that SROs may have different viewpoints and perceptions in their
roles within the schools. What has not been fully explored is the views and perceptions of SROs
about the myriad of safety issues and their perception about safety within their assigned schools.
Social
Maslow (1954) introduced a hierarchy of needs which listed safety and security as a need
only secondary to physiological needs, such as food, water, clothing, etc. An issue that co-exists
with school safety is the perception of elevated level of safety risks in the community. The
attention given by the media about school violence was sparked after the Columbine High
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School shooting in 1999 and in other mass shooting incidents thereafter; however, this increase
of media coverage is not positively correlative with an increase in school safety as reports of
school violence have actually declined (Chrusciel et al., 2015). However, the decrease of
incidence in school violence has not changed perceptions of safety among students and others
within the community as those concerns still exist. The fear experienced by students in the
school setting has been examined by researchers so that they can be better understood (Connell,
2016).
In response to perceptions of safety risks at school by students and others, many physical
and non-physical security measures have been put into place, which resulted in a decrease in
perceptions of the physical safety risks within the schools (Connell, 2016). School security
policies were changed in over 80% of Texas middle schools and high schools after the tragedy at
Columbine, which almost every school administrator attributed the changes to a perception of
decreased safety among the students (Chrusciel et al., 2015). However, more current literature
exists which suggests that these increased security measures may not change perception as much
as previously thought (Connell, 2016).
Theoretical
Maslow (1954) listed physiological needs as the first basic need and safety as the second
basic need within his hierarchy of needs. Safety is not a need that is learned as we associate
within the outside environment. It is considered to be an instinctual need. Maslow (1943)
provided that safety and security include both the concrete and abstract. While it may include
threats, assaultive behavior, and more physically obvious events, it may also include things that
are lacking, such as an environment that provides this sense of safety. According to Bear et al.
(2017), there are many facets that can be affected by a climate within a school. These areas
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include academic achievement, sense of belonging, mental health, and numerous direct safety
topics such as bullying and aggression. The promotion of social and emotional development
presents itself as a need within the school environment just as much as academic development.
The integration of Maslow’s model can give an additional perspective to social issues
(Kenrick, 2017). This should certainly include the school environment and the safety of the
students and staff as these hierarchical levels can also serve as a prioritization when identifying
and addressing these safety concerns in that environment. As such, each safety concern, real or
perceived, should be examined to determine if a positive change can be made within the school’s
safety climate. It is recognized by school administrators, law enforcement executive officials,
and students that perceptions are important to consider. Any threats that could reduce safety,
actual or perceived, must be identified so that the safety needs can be defined.
Situation to Self
My primary career background is in law enforcement, particularly within the specific
area of juvenile justice; although, I have integrated teaching and education by teaching criminal
justice related courses both as an adjunct college instructor and a certified instructor to law
enforcement academy students and current practitioners. Although I have been responsible for
enforcing court sanctions for children who become part of the juvenile justice system, the larger
responsibility within juvenile justice is to re-direct and re-focus students who incur legal trouble
at a young age, so they can become successful and productive members of society. Within the
course of my career, I have learned to identify protective factors (factors that support positive
outcomes) and risk factors (factors that heighten the risk of negative outcomes). With this, I
became focused on finding ways to strengthen and grow the protective factors while trying to
eliminate or minimize the risk factors.
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I have seen firsthand how much of a difference school climate can make in the life of a
child. I have seen significant changes involving a child within the juvenile justice system simply
by helping them feel safe or giving a little more attention, encouragement, and support than they
were previously given. It could very well be this same young person is being bullied at school or
has mental health issues of which others are aware but fail to address. It has been my mission to
advocate for school environments and school safety to provide a better environment for students.
There are many ways to contribute, and all roles are important. Students, parents, teachers,
administrators, law enforcement, and the community at large share this responsibility.
In reflecting about my personal perspective as a child, I had concerns for my own safety
during my early school years. Many of my school years were filled with anxiety as I often
wondered if I was safe at school. Whether my continued concerns for my safety were real or
whether they were an unrealistic perception was irrelevant; they still existed, and my views
toward the school environment were affected as a result. Making changes to the physical
environment will never be enough to make a child feel secure. Perceptions of safety in school
must also be changed to promote and sustain a safe school environment (Perumean-Chaney &
Sutton, 2012). Perception may not be the actual physical reality, but it is an absolute reality to the
person who holds that perception.
Creswell (2013) listed four philosophical assumptions that researchers may directly relate
to when conducting their research studies. These are their own beliefs and the foundational basis
or worldview upon which these beliefs are based. The ontological viewpoint is how reality is
seen (Creswell, 2013). The study is firmly based on the perceptions of SROs and the important
information that can be collected when their personal views of safety within their school
environments are provided. This ontological viewpoint reflects the validity of multiple
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viewpoints. These may be considered perspectives or the perceptions of the participants in the
study. When looking at the complexity of school safety and the impacts that may result in either
taking preventative or interventive actions to address, there is a dire need for input from all
sources and from different viewpoints. The interviews compiled from the SROs, personal
observation of those officers, and documentation provide different views, thereby representing
the different realities experienced by each participant.
The epistemological assumption speaks to knowledge and how people acquire it (Gall et
al., 2007). To acquire the information necessary to conduct this multiple case study, it is
necessary to get as close to the informational sources as possible. This speaks directly to the
methods of information gathering- personal interviews, direct observation within the setting, and
other documentation relevant to the topic. The language or the manner in which the research is
presented refers to the rhetorical assumption. This research project is based upon the direct views
and actual words of the participants. This transformed into an inductive process by which the
researcher gives a collective voice to the findings through the multiple sources of information
provided.
The axiological assumption within the study prescribes to the fact that this is indeed a
qualitative study. As listed within this section, I have acknowledged personal experience with
this specific topic to be researched. I hold my own beliefs while at the same time including the
input and interpretations of the participants (Creswell, 2013).
Within the epistemological assumption, the paradigm followed within this study is that of
pragmatism. The research questions posed represent a desire to gather practical and relevant
information to guide further action in addressing school safety concerns. Pragmatism holds that
findings without practical values are not useful information (Patton, 2015). The intent of this
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paradigm type is to conduct research in manner that will address the research problem (Creswell,
2013).
Problem Statement
Safety within the school environment is critical to both the well-being and academic
success of the students (Bleakley & Bleakley, 2017). While there have been far too many highprofile incidents, such as school shootings, many safety incidents and concerns are much less
publicized (May et al., 2018). Many of these concerns are universal safety challenges among
schools across the country and there are additional challenges that may be specific to certain
geographical populations. An example of this specific population for this study are schools in
rural areas, as they have experienced challenges to school safety (Evans et al., 2014). The SROs
have remained in the middle of safety related discussions (Chrusciel et al., 2015). Research has
focused on school administrators, staff, and students utilizing both quantitative and qualitative
methods of inquiry (Zhang, 2018).
The problem is that school safety has not adequately included and considered the
perceptions of SROs. There is a lack of research that gives a voice to SROs about their
perceptions of school safety or a study which captures their views and perceptions based upon
their firsthand experiences within this specific environment. Raymond (2010) provided that
SROs have the three primary roles of safety expert, problem solver, and community liaison and
see themselves beyond the role of law enforcer. A qualitative multiple case study design has
been chosen as a viable way in which to conduct a study to address this specific research issue by
collecting and examining the perceptions of SROs about safety within a rural school setting.
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Purpose Statement
The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study is to examine SROs’ perceptions of
school safety assigned to 12 schools within rural communities located in the Southeast region of
the United States. For this study, school safety is defined as the overall safety and well-being of
the school environment (May et al., 2018). The perceptions of the SROs assigned to selected
schools were examined using these definitions of school safety. All aspects of safety within the
schools are the focus of the study and are not limited to any specific areas of emphasis. This
study is guided by Maslow’s (1954) hierarchy of needs. The hierarchy of needs theoretical
framework recognizes that feelings of safety and well-being are paramount and necessary for
successful academic and social experiences in school.
Significance of the Study
This multiple case study will provide information that examines perceptions of school
safety by SROs within rural schools. This study provides practical, empirical, and theoretical
significance. The practical significance of the study is that this research serves as a catalyst to
take a closer look at the issue of school safety from all possible perspectives so that any
information obtained can be utilized within practical applications. The inclusion of all
perspectives is important because there are stereotypes and myths about school safety and
violence within the schools (Astor et al., 2010). Similarities and differences among these
perspectives can help to identify commonalities or to identify perceptions specific to a small
group. Determining causal factors is not the intent of the research efforts contained within this
document. However, information provided may give way to a causal inference yet to be
determined or explained. It is this causal inference that prompts researchers and field
practitioners to seek a deeper inquiry into the subject matter (Yeaton & Thompson, 2017).
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The empirical significance of the study is provided by taking a detailed look at the data
that is collected from the interviews with the participants, direct observation of the participants,
and documents collected through the course of the study. Yin (2018) stated that a case study that
does not provide alternate perspectives raises suspicion from the reader. Therefore, alternatives
and insights that may challenge information gained from this multiple case study are included
(Yin, 2018). The information may minimize the gap in the literature and provide a platform for
future research efforts.
The theoretical significance of the study allows the issue of school safety to include the
relationship of safety issues to students’ academic and social success as Maslow (1954)
suggested. This theoretical concept can be seen in the design and potentially through this
qualitative study. This study may provide information not previously known, realized, or
considered to the extent necessary to properly contribute to enhanced safety measures within the
school environment. The insight given by the participants may capture the attention of others
when looking at safety issues within schools. Story-based messages and information may help
initiate deep reflection, alter others’ perceptions, and possibly influence behavior (Ricketts,
2015). The perceptions of these SROs can further provide information specific to rural
environment, the challenges experienced, and potential areas to improve as well as input toward
addressing vital components that can improve safety and increase the perceptions of safety
among students, parents, school staff, and the community alike.
Research Questions
To guide this qualitative project toward the purpose of the research, research questions
were designed to provide a structural guide. The purpose was narrowed into questions that were
used for the study (Creswell, 2013). Yin (2018) stated that defining a research question is one of
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the most important steps taken within a research study. A central research question was designed,
and several sub-questions were subsequently added, which direct the area of focus into specific
areas of emphasis and focus (Creswell, 2013). The sub-questions that follow will delve into more
specific focal areas.
Central Question
What are the perceptions of SROs located in rural schools in the Southeastern United
States regarding the topic of school safety? This study employed a qualitative multiple case study
to gather perceptions of resource officers located in twelve schools in the Southeastern United
States. Schools have a responsibility to maintain a safe and suitable learning environment
(Theriot & Orme, 2016). This central question encompasses the primary point of focus. From
this initial question about school safety, the following are sub-questions to inquire about more
specific areas related to the topic.
Sub-question One
What are the perceptions of SROs regarding the physical safety of the school
environment? School resource officers can identify specific areas as being areas that can have an
impact on safety within the schools and providing a safe school environment. School resource
officers have remained in the middle of safety-related discussion in school environments
(Chrusciel et al., 2015). These SROs can provide firsthand information about topic areas related
and pertinent to school safety.
Sub-question Two
What are the perceptions of SROs regarding the emotional safety within the school
environment? Evaluations for school safety have continued to take place by school
administrators, law enforcement administrators, and lawmakers (Bleakley & Bleakley, 2017).
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SROs, who have become permanent fixtures within schools, can provide their own perceptions
of school safety. Additionally, Evans (2008) reported that we can establish the role of expert as
we continue to interact with others. Evaluations into safety needs within schools require a
socially collaborative process and SROs can contribute greatly to this collaboration.
Definitions
1. Bullying – Bullying is an unwanted aggressive behavior by another person that involves
an observed or perceived power imbalance (Rose et al., 2015).
2. Cyberbullying – Cyberbullying is the process of bullying by means of electronic media
outlets (Broll & Huey, 2015)
3. School Resource Officer – A career law enforcement officer with sworn authority, who is
deployed by an employing police department or agency in a community-oriented policing
assignment to work in collaboration with one or more schools (National Association of
School Resource Officers [NASRO], 2017).
4. School Climate – The school climate is the overall school setting that provides an
environment conducive to academic and emotional success (Biag, 2014).
5. School Safety – The overall safety and well-being of the school environment (May et al.,
2018).
Summary
The provision of a safe environment within schools is obviously vital to the physical
safety of the students and staff who are in these schools. Additionally, a safe environment fosters
an environment suitable and conducive to the learning process. High profile incidents have
occurred in this country that have given rise to increased perception of concern about safety
measures within schools. These widely held perceptions have resulted in many safety related

23
policy and procedural changes within many schools and school districts. Input into the discussion
of school safety has been allowed and considered by school administrators and staff, students,
law enforcement agency administrators, legislators, and other community entities. A review in
the literature shows that SROs, while largely included into safety plans and procedures, have
been somewhat minimized in the ability to provide their personal perceptions of school safety.
This study gathered the perceptions of 12 SROs assigned to schools in the Southeastern
United States regarding safety within their assigned schools. It is anticipated that this study can
serve as a means to foster a greater sense of collaboration when considering sources of
information in the critically important area of school safety.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW
Overview
A comprehensive review of existing literature was conducted to locate and synthesize
studies that provide insight to the societal issue of school safety. The literature selected within
this review was selected so that it may serve as a foundation of relevant empirical information
about different topic areas within the area of school safety. The information collected within this
chapter represents a summary of information about the topic of school safety from numerous
perspectives. This synthesis also provides a comparative mechanism among the selected
literature sources and, eventually, provides comparative value with the information collected
from the study participants and their personal perceptions regarding school safety. The
qualitative, multiple case study design is intended to receive, observe, and examine the
perceptions of SROs about school safety in rural schools in Southeastern North Carolina. In that,
this literature review provides a base of knowledge into the specific topic area to be studied.
Each section of this literature review provides specific information about the literature
review performed and the lens through which the information, as well as the entire study, should
be viewed. The first section of this chapter provides the theoretical framework for the literature
review and its relation to the central phenomenon and subject matter of the study. The selected
theoretical framework is explained in detail so the information can help provide the proverbial
lens through which to examine the topic of SRO perceptions about safety issues. As additional
information is introduced within the review of the literature, all information is synthesized as it
relates or is seen within the theoretical framework.
The next section of the chapter delves into the relevant literature selected about school
safety and synthesize the information related to this study. This compilation of literature related
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to the study provides topic specific information and examines several facets of school safety,
significant school safety incidents, actions taken or considered, continuing challenges presented,
and current literature about perceptions of other groups within or connected to the school setting.
The issue of school safety and specific school safety topics are also examined, and the selected
literature is presented and synthesized. Like themes, suggestions to enhance school safety,
previous actions taken, and concerns are listed and discussed. Once again, recognition of these
topics and points as they can be related or viewed through the theoretical framework is included
and provided within the review. Systemic, student, familial, and school specific factors that serve
as protective or risk factors for school safety are also provided.
Additionally, literature is provided regarding SROs to include history, purposes,
challenges, and criticisms. Perceptions of students, parents, teachers, school administrators, and
the community at large have been collected and critically reviewed within this literature review.
Finally, gaps discovered within the literature about this topic and information to support this
assertion are presented so a specific area of focus can be determined for the study to be
conducted as a result of the gap in academic literature in addition to the need for further inquiry
into a critically important public issue.
Theoretical Framework
The study necessitates that a theoretical framework plays a role in guiding the collection and
synthesis of information gathered in examining the SROs’ perceptions of safety within their assigned
schools in a rural setting. The interpretation of research outcomes without using some type of
theoretical lens will likely result in simply describing what has taking place rather than providing a
solid interpretation of the study. Choosing a specific theoretical framework is important as it must
certainly apply to the area of study. However, seeing the literature through this frame is the task at
hand. This theoretical framework is not found within the literature itself, but it takes place by
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looking, evaluating, and reading the chosen literature though the frame of the specific theory.
Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs has served as the map to navigate through this review of chosen
literature surrounding school safety and SROs’ perceptions. This theory plays an integral role in
guiding the review of literature whereby the societal issues of school safety can be examined and

synthesized looking through the lens of serving others’ needs instead of focusing on a myriad of
other perspectives that could be adopted and used when examining the literature along with the
study in its entirety.
The theoretical framework of this study incorporates Maslow’s (1954) hierarchy of needs
theory. The review of the literature was conducted while considering the influence of this theory
on the study and how this information can be framed within the context of this theory. Maslow’s
hierarchy of needs has been the subject of many studies in many disciplines. This theory was
developed by Abraham Maslow, an American psychologist in the 20th century (Hoffman, 2008).
Maslow’s theory introduced the theory that each person possesses five basic needs (Frietas &
Leonard, 2011; Harper et al., 2003; Noltemeyer et al., 2012). Maslow’s hierarchical needs
include, in order of the most basic needs, physiological, safety and security, belongingness,
esteem, and self-actualization (Gobin et al., 2012; Taormina & Gao, 2013). Maslow developed
this hierarchy by observing students’ growth and development (Frietas & Leonard, 2011). This
theory has been considered as a theoretical template among many disciplines. This particular
concept developed by Maslow stated that, while a person can be motivated to achieve more than
one of these levels at the same time, one specific level of need will serve as the priority need.
Gobin et al. (2012) stated that motivation is something that “energizes, directs, and sustains
behavior” (p. 205). The lowest level that was deemed to be unmet serves as that priority need.
Furthermore, a need that is satisfied can become the primary need again if that need becomes
threatened or is no longer met (Noltemeyer et al., 2012).
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The achievement of lower levels in the hierarchy increases the likelihood in the
realization of higher levels. Physiological, safety, and security needs and love/belongness are
considered to be lower level needs. The other two needs, esteem and self-actualization, are
considered to be higher levels and are also referred to as growth needs (Noltmeyer et al., 2012).
As such, Maslow (1943) asserted that the deficiency needs (physiological and safety/security
needs) must be met before a person could adequately and completely progress in meeting the
growth needs (esteem and self-actualization). This hierarchy and the needs addressed within this
tier-based needs structure begin with the basic needs and works toward the attainment of higher
level intrinsically motivated needs. Satisfying the lower needs should take place before one
becomes focused and directed toward satisfying the subsequent levels as this satisfaction of the
lower need will predict satisfaction for the next hierarchical level (Maslow, 1943). There have
also been noted differences among socioeconomic levels when considering which needs were
deficient. For example, persons who had a lower socioeconomic status had a greater risk of being
primarily concerned with the lower level needs; however, higher socioeconomic backgrounds
showed more concern with the growth needs (Noltemeyer et al., 2012).
Physiological Needs
The first level, physiological needs, refers to those needs that encompass and include
those things that are basic to survival. This includes food, water, shelter, sleep, warmth, and
other needs that are critical to basic survival (Gobin et al., 2012; Harper et al., 2003; Taormina &
Gao, 2013). In the United States, almost one in five children lived in poverty in 2008, and
children of color were represented at an even higher rate. Additionally, nearly 22% of families
did not have access to food at all times (Noltemeyer et al., 2012). As mentioned, these lower
level needs are priorities and need to be adequately met before the person can focus on the next
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higher level of needs in the hierarchy (Frietas & Leonard, 2011). Concerns are noted for students
from lower socioeconomic homes as children who live under the poverty line have a higher
chance to fail academically. Additionally, high schools considered as being high-poverty have
lower academic achievement levels than low-poverty high schools (Noltmeyer et al., 2012). The
ability to be able to attend to and satisfy physiological needs is crucial and plays a large part in a
person’s ability to meet any needs within the higher levels, particularly self-actualization. Once
physiological needs are satisfied, safety needs become the next level of focus (Taormina & Gao,
2013).
Safety and Security
Safety and security are the next order of needs within Maslow’s hierarchy of needs and
will serve to be the main focal point within this hierarchy throughout the course of the study.
This tier includes the need for one to feel protected, safe, and free from worry (Gobin et al.,
2012; Harper et al., 2003; Maslow, 1943, 1970). There is a reliance upon others to keep us safe
in society, to include our homes and schools. Whereby the first level includes physiological
needs, this level includes needs that are primarily psychological (Lyubomirsky et al., 2011).
Societal issues serve as certain threats to personal safety or a feeling of insecurity, such as
physical assaults, sickness, disease, or living in an environment that is chaotic and unsettling.
This includes the need to feel a sense of safety from the safety concerns and dangers that exist
within the environment (Maslow, 1987). Like physiological needs, this hierarchy of need is
primal in that it can be seen in infants (Maslow, 1943). Thus, the level of safety security may
very well be considered to be an instinctual need. When fear is felt by a person, it hampers the
ability to reach the next level of need Lyubomirsky et al., 2011; Mitchell et al., 2016). When this
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need is satisfied, other levels within the hierarchy, such as belongingness, may be satisfied.
Safety affects well-being and level of happiness (Lyubomirsky et al., 2011).
Love and Sense of Belonging
The desire to be loved and to belong to a group is the next hierarchical level. This may
include a longing to belong to a group of friends, to be loved by family, or to be part of a club or
group. Interestingly, this need can also be met when becoming part of a gang if not met
elsewhere beforehand (Harper et al, 2003). Maslow (1943) referred to this as a social need and
that this hierarchical level is dependent upon the level of interaction within society. The need to
feel a sense of belonging, as within an adolescent peer group, is a prime example of one’s effort
to meet this need Lyubomirsky et al., 2011).
Self-Esteem
The next level to be achieved is self-esteem. This is when a person shows esteem for self
and/or others when an accomplishment or achievement is deserved. Maslow (1943) contended
that all people in society, with few exceptions, have a need to have self-esteem. Self-esteem may
be displayed externally, or it may take place internally (Harper et al., 2003; Maslow, 1943).
When this need is realized, self-confidence is found; a person feels useful and adequate (Maslow,
1943). When a person does not possess this need, they may have a lack of respect for themselves
or others and develop feeling of inferiority (Maslow, 1943; Taormina & Gao, 2013).
Self-Actualization
The highest level of need within the hierarchy of needs is that self-actualization. This is
the intrinsic need to be able to strive and make efforts to reach their fullest potential to the extent
possible (Gobin et al., 2012; Maslow, 1950, 1954; Noltmeyer, 2012). This is a level whereby the
person constantly works toward developing themselves. This hierarchical level of need does not
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require that others be satisfied with the growth. This is motivated within the person intrinsically.
When a person makes attempts to learn, the true goal is that they will work toward being selfactualized (Maslow, 1954). However, this growth need would always be present since the person
who has reached this hierarchical level is intrinsically motivated to continue to achieve, grow
and become more self-actualized (Maslow, 1962). This need will vary among people as longings
and desires grow and take them in their own unique direction. This need is not reached by others
but is achieved when one feels that inner peace, self-fulfillment, and knowledge (Gobin et al.,
2012). In order for this need to be able to surface, the physiological needs, safety, love, and
esteem needs must be met (Maslow, 1943).
Students and Hierarchical Needs
Maslow (1954) stated that the goal of learning should be self-actualization and that
educational systems should help students toward this goal; however, criticism exists as to
whether these educational systems supply students with the opportunity for self-actualization.
The school climate should include and promote social and emotional supports while ensuring
that students feel physically safe (Oyedeji, 2017; Tanner-Smith & Fisher, 2015). A significant
part of the school age children will experience one or more deficient areas within the hierarchy
(Gobin et al., 2012; Noltemeyer et al., 2012). However, children within school are still expected
to realize academic achievement without consideration of any deficiency those students may be
experiencing or if any hierarchical levels have not been adequately met or sustained (Gobin et
al., 2012). It becomes paramount to understand how these unattended hierarchical needs affect
students (Noltemeyer et al., 2012). When these needs deficiencies affect the students within the
schools, the school is affected as well (Gobin et al., 2012). These unmet needs can interfere with
the learning process as one needs level must be met before another can also be realized
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(Noltmeyer et al., 2012). When reviewing literature regarding school safety and perceptions of
SROs in rural schools, there is an emphasis in observing how school safety may affect students’
ability to realize their academic potential, which relates to the theoretical framework of the
literature as previously described.
This part of the theoretical foundation is significant because of the nature of school safety
evaluation methods and socially collaborative mechanisms employed to improve safety in the
educational environment. A theory is not always present to be tested; this allows the process of
induction to occur when receiving additional information or learning through experiencing the
phenomena (Le Coze, 2012).

Related Literature
Schools within communities are one of the most important institutions (Bleakley &
Bleakley, 2017). Their existence is critical for the educational and social development of
children (Bleakley & Bleakley, 2017; Tanner-Smith & Fisher, 2015). The environment of
schools must remain conducive for this educational and social development. When the schools
are considered to be safe and orderly, they support the students’ abilities to learn and promote
more positive interaction among their peers and their teachers (Biag, 2014; Ewton, 2014).
Maslow (1954) stated that the need to be safe is outweighed only by physiological needs. School
safety is a central expectation within society (Crawford & Burns, 2016; Mears et al., 2018).
Feelings of safety within schools are also important as it decreases stress for both students and
staff (Mitchell et al., 2018; Pentek & Eisenberg, 2018). When students feel unsafe, grades,
school attendance, and their level of engagement within the classroom are negatively affected
(Biag, 2014; Ewton, 2014). Violent acts have continued to occur within schools despite the
implementation of policies to address these acts (Baird et al., 2017). The literature, which
supports the need for safety and belongingness, is specifically noted as it follows the
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methodological framework when reviewing and synthesizing the literature. This literature
provides a synopsis of the topic of school safety, perceptions of school safety from different
sources, and actions that been taken to enhance school safety.
Major School Safety Incidents in the United States
Some of the largest and prolific safety incidents that have occurred within society
unfortunately include school shooting incidents. The shootings at Columbine High School in
1999 and Sandy Hook Elementary School in 2012 are two examples of these events that shook
the educational system to its core (Tanner-Smith et al., 2017; Crawford & Burns, 2016; Devlin &
Gottfredson, 2018; Rappaport et al, 2015; Tanner-Smith & Fisher, 2015). These shooting acts
occurred in suburban and rural areas, and each occurred among different student population
groups. These horrific school shootings contributed to a narrative that juvenile crime was out of
control and has changed the perception of the safety of within the schools (Ewton, 2014; Mears
et al., 2018). Even though empirical data shows that schools are generally safe and that these
major events are extremely rare (Devlin & Gottfredson, 2018; Rappaport et al., 2015), there was
and continues to be an outcry to gain a deeper understanding of school violence (Astor et al.,
2010; Cornell & Mayer, 2010). These mass acts of violence have remained one of the least
understood types of school violence (Baird et al., 2017). Paradice (2017) provided that, as of the
date of his study, there had been 343 school shootings over a period of 175 years. Additionally,
24 school shootings that occurred between 1995 and 2014 were committed in 17 different states
in the United States (Baird et al., 2017). This speaks to the uncertainty of the sites of these
tragedies and in identifying the likelihood for these incidents. However, the mass shootings have
dramatically increased in recent history. Of the shootings, 61% have been classified as
premeditated and 70% of the shooters were either students or former students (Paradice, 2017).
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These acts of mass violence have raised societal expectations for school violence to be addressed
to make safer learning environments for students (Crawford & Burns, 2015, 2016; Peguero et al.,
2018; Shelton et al., 2009).
Although we cannot be certain of when these events will occur, many of these acts are
not without warning. The Bystander Study conducted in 2008 examined 37 targeted violent
incidents in school (National Threat Assessment Center, 2018). This report indicated that most of
these attacks were known about by other students but were not reported. The report also
highlighted the importance of school climates and the importance of students communicating
with school officials (National Threat Assessment Center, 2018). It can be difficult to determine
whether schools are considered to be safe or unsafe because there are no empirically-based
criteria to determine this (Kutsyuruba et al., 2015). There is also no defined profile of a person
who may commit these high-profile acts (National Threat Assessment Center, 2018). Lawmakers
have turned their attention to these incidents by passing new legislation to help to prevent them
as well as resources to investigate the reasons they occurred so that we may learn and prevent
like incidents (Broll & Huey, 2015; Collier et al., 2018). Of the bills introduced by Congress
directly after the Columbine Shooting, 35% were related to school violence (Armenta & Stader,
2011). Additionally, antibullying legislation was enacted after the shooting that occurred at
Columbine High School in 1999 as bullying was determined to have previously occurred against
the students who would eventually commit these horrific acts (Brantlinger, 2007). During this
time, almost every state legislature enacted additional school safety laws (Armenta & Stader,
2011; Ewton, 2014).
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Common School Safety Issues & Concerns
Although mass acts of violence in schools have been widely publicized by the media, a
focus on the school environment and other factors that affect school safety have begun to be
further examined and researched (Astor et al., 2010; Bradshaw et al., 2015; Crawford & Burns,
2015). This research has been widened to examine other behaviors and other concepts of school
safety that are broader in nature. Although school shootings are rare, other incidents involving
violence between students are fairly common in middle and high school campuses (Armenta &
Stader, 2011; Ewton, 2014; Kingston et al, 2018; Thompson & Alveraz, 2013). Many safety
incidents and concerns are much less publicized than many of the high-profile incidents listed
(May et al., 2018). As tragic as those highly publicized events are in society, the bulk of safety
concerns and issues originate from within the school itself. Furthermore, many other types of
safety issues that occur on school campuses may actually contribute to these major incidents. For
example, the mass school shooting at Virginia Tech University in 2007 and the school shooting
at Columbine High School in Columbine, CO were committed by students who were shown to
have been substantially bullied (Brantlinger, 2007). The Safe School Study Report to Congress
brought forth the fact that school violence is mostly committed by students rather than being
committed by outsiders (Peguero et al., 2018; Rubel, 1978). Much widespread media attention
has been given to high profile incidents while other more common safety concerns are being
addressed by the SROs and internal school disciplinary measures (Kutsyuruba et al., 2015). As
lawmakers, school officials, and law enforcement officials have searched for ways to improve
school safety and encourage student success, SROs have been included within many of these
conversations (Crawford & Burns, 2016). Law enforcement officers have since become a
significant part of school safety efforts as many have been permanently assigned to work on
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school campuses (Devlin & Gottfredson, 2018). It is estimated that over two-thirds of schools in
the United States have law enforcement officers assigned to school as their primary duty station
(Mears et al., 2018).
Bullying
One of the most commonly discussed aspects of school safety is related to bullying and
violence that occur as a result (Kutsyuruba et al., 2015). The issue of bullying is an overarching
and common problem in the United States. Smokowski et al. (2014) report, according to a selfreport survey conducted, that approximately one third of students report that they have recently
been involved with the process of bullying. This report includes both those that acknowledge that
they have bullied others as well as those who have been the victims of bullying. This review also
suggested that bullying in rural areas may be more prevalent (Smokowski et al., 2014). This is
seen as relevant within this study as the sites and participants within this study are in rural areas.
Bullying can be defined as a deliberate behavior whereby a more powerful person
harasses a person who has difficulty defending themselves (Boulton, 2013; Williams et al.,
2018). Additionally, bullying is a universal term to encompass different types of behaviors.
Types of bullying may include physical aggression, verbal aggression or chiding, social bullying
such as spreading falsehoods or rumors, extortion, and cyberbullying. Physical bullying is the
physical assault of another student to physically harm, control, or intimidate the bullying victim.
Verbal bullying, social bullying, and cyberbullying are types that have a larger likelihood of
being a repeated and continual behavior rather than a single incident (Rice et al., 2015). The
students that engage in bullying behaviors, bystanders, and the victims of bullying have been
studied and explored to examine causal effects, prevalence of these incidents, and results of
bullying for all participants. Additionally, the literature explored current response levels by
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schools in the prevention of bullying and in response when these bullying incidents occur.
Furthermore, bullying incidents can unfortunately be the catalyst for short-term and long-term
effects. The behavior associated with bullying has been associated with numerous safety-related
concerns for students within schools, to include delinquency, dangerous classroom incidents, a
disruption in the learning environment, and other school issues that contribute to a lack of safety
within the school (Bollmer & Harris, 2005; Boulton, 2013; Havik, 2017). Esselment (2013)
asserted that 71% of those who committed school shootings were victims of bullying behavior.
Additionally, students who are bullied are more likely to bring weapons to school (Esselment,
2013). Aggressive actions as a result of bullying behavior are one of the most common forms of
violence within schools (Crawford & Burns, 2015; Havik, 2017).
Bullying may also affect its participants, both aggressor and victim, in other ways. Men
who engaged in bullying as a child have been shown to have four times the likelihood of
engaging in criminal activity by the time they are in their early 20s (Bollmer & Harris, 2005).
The students who display bullying behavior are ironically more likely to perceive their school as
being unsafe (Goldweber et al., 2013). When considering students who have been victims of
bullying behavior, social exclusion and loneliness, depression, lack of interest in school
academics, truancy, and dropping out are possible outcomes (Bollmer et al., 2005; Goldweber et
al., 2013; Listug-Lunde, 2013; Havik, 2017; Romero et al., 2014; Rose, et al., 2015; Smokowski
et al., 2014). What may be perceived by the victim to be the school failing to provide protection
can result in a diminished bond with many protective factors associated with school success
(Albeg & Castro-Olivo, 2014). Risk factors not as easily attributed to bullying victimization are
behavioral misconduct issues by the victim. Internalization of feelings because of bullying may
elicit feelings of frustration and aggression that may surface later. Analyses and studies also
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found that any violent behaviors attributed to previously being a bullying victim were found to
occur for almost seven years on average after being victimized (Smokowski et al., 2014). The
long-lasting effects of bullying victimization have been largely underreported as perceptions
have existed that victimization ends when the bullying incident itself is concluded.
The above listed information has provided that the issue of bullying can have long-term
detrimental effects for both perpetrators and the victims alike. The characteristics of those who
are likely to bully other students and students who are likely to be bullied has been researched
substantially and have been made known throughout the academic community (Bollmer et al.,
2005; Havik, 2017). Yet, this issue still continues to be a prevalent safety issue within schools.
Additionally, some student populations may be more likely to be victimized. The
lesbian, gay, bi-sexual, transgender, or questioning (LGBTQ) students, students with disabilities,
and students in more culturally diverse classrooms are more likely to be victims of bullying
(Kutsyuruba et al., 2015; Rose et al, 2015). Research findings also showed that administrators
demonstrate a lower awareness of bullying of LGBTQ students than teachers and school
counselors (Payne & Smith, 2018). Urban areas have a greater association with racial bullying
(Goldweber et al., 2013).
Bullying is not an act that can only be committed in the direct presence of the victim. The
issue of cyberbullying is extremely prevalent among students. Cyberbullying is the process of
bullying by means of electronic media outlets (Broll & Huey, 2015; Rose et al., 2015). Victims
of cyberbullying may be unable to disconnect or avoid the bullying as they may be able to do
with bullying that occurs within the school setting. Another substantial barrier to appropriately
address and intervene in cyberbullying are parents’ lack of familiarity with technology and the
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social media sites. Yet another significant issue is the lack of supervision of electronic media and
the cellphones that many children have (Broll & Huey, 2015).
Although students that bully and the bullying victims have comprised the bulk of those
researched within this area, peer groups of those who bully and are bullied have also been
investigated and researched (Barchia & Bussey, 2011; Bollmer et al., 2005). Students who are
bullied have fewer friends than those who are not victims in addition to have lower quality
friendships (Boulton, 2013; Bollmer et al., 2005). Friends are an important part of the
development of children and the attributes they provide, such as affection, support, and
nurturing, can contribute to the protective factors that can promote safety and the feeling of
safety (Baird et al., 2017; Bollmer, et al., 2005; Havik, 2017). However, bullying remains a
safety issue and concern.
Boulton (2013) stated that many schools in the United Kingdom and other countries have
enacted a buddy system whereby students volunteer to advocate and show companionship and
support for new students and others who may be considered to be vulnerable; however, the
opportunity has been avoided by many students who may feel the risk is too great in considering
their own peer associations with other students. Of bullying incidents, 80%-90% involve a
bystander who observed the bullying but less than 10% defend the bullying victim (Evans &
Smokowski, 2016). Students must perceive that these actions are unacceptable and see a need to
intervene before they will step in to prevent bullying (Havik, 2017). Students who observe
bullying behaviors without taking any action to prevent or end the behavior also contribute to the
issue of bullying (Evans & Smokowski, 2016). Although many current anti-bullying intervention
programs provide awareness and promote reporting incidents, they have not been able to provide
an increase in the level of peer support needed along with these programs (Boulton, 2013).
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Additionally, legal intervention is largely ineffective because bullying on its own is not
considered to be a criminal activity (Broll & Huey, 2015). Only when the behavior becomes
assaultive, threatening, or harassing does the bullying behavior meet a law enforcement officer’s
ability to intervene legally. As such, SROs may be hesitant to play a part in intervening.
The numerous factors that may contribute to bullying also contribute to the assertion that,
according to Rose et al. (2015), programs to address bullying should be implemented on a
school-wide basis. Havik (2017) asserts that the interaction between the student and teacher are
also important in this issue, in both preventative and interventive methods. The responsibility for
this interaction lies with the teacher as some students may be more introverted or hesitant to
communicate their concerns to teachers. Research efforts have shown that increased levels of
support by teachers result in a decrease in victimization (Baird et al., 2017; Havik, 2017;
Kutsyuruba et al., 2015). Despite the substantive knowledge that has been provided from
bullying research, this issue continues to be a continual safety issue on school campuses. Many
teachers are unaware of the level of bullying that occurs at their school and do not realize how
many students are victimized as a result (Bradshaw et al., 2007). It can be difficult to distinguish
between bullying incidents that are not outwardly aggressive as they may be viewed as playful or
teasing. Also, some teachers may not differentiate between bullying and other acts of aggression
(Kutsyuruba et al., 2015). This is also reinforced by the difference in perceptions of bullying
intervention. Of the teachers, 84% stated that they always intervened when bullying occurred;
however, students believed that this intervention occurred 34% of the time (Bradshaw et al.,
2007). Students are more likely to report bullying incidents to their friend than a teacher. Many
students also feel that teachers do not do enough to prevent bullying (Goldweber et al., 2013).
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However, there is an array of other variables and risk factors when considering school safety
other than bullying (Williams et al., 2018).
Mental Health Concerns
Mental health needs experienced by children have consequences for the children, their
families, and the schools they attend (Blackman et al., 2016; Nijs et al, 2013). Children can
experience a wide range of mental illnesses, to include oppositional defiant disorder, conduct
disorder, generalized anxiety disorder, and many others (Monterastelli, 2017). Mental health
disorders in children may be difficult to classify because they are not static; additionally, these
disorders play a significant role in disorderly and violent behavior (Monterastelli, 2017). The
same risk factors or protective factors that affect mental health also affect problematic behaviors
at school, such as aggression, truancy, and substance use, and quitting school (Kingston, 2018;
Smokowski et al., 2013). At least 20% of students experience a serious mental health disorder at
some point (Lenhardt et al., 2018; Thompson & Alvarez, 2013; Williams et al., 2018).
Smokowski et al. (2013) also stated that youth in rural areas were more likely to have a family
history of sexual abuse and mental illness.
Just as a student’s mental health can affect the school environment, the school
environment can also affect mental health of their students. Nijs et al. (2013) asserted that a
feeling by students that they are unsafe at school could be a vital determinant of mental health
issues. Biag (2014) reported that the experiences students have on their school campuses have
been shown to influence both psychological and behavioral behavior. Thus, schools have a role
in providing psychosocial development supports that assist students’ cognitive and behavioral
adjustments.
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The lack of recognition of mental health issues at school can also be extremely
detrimental. Poor classroom management skills can affect students’ responses at school; a
teacher cannot manage their classroom appropriately if the students’ psychological and learning
needs are not understood and met (Monterastelli, 2017). Students who are victims of bullying are
at an increased risk for depression or suicidal behavior (Williams et al., 2018). Students who lack
the ability to control their reaction to a situation are more likely to commit delinquent acts. Many
of the problems students have that contribute to disruptiveness and/or aggression may be the
result of a mental health condition or illness and may require the assistance of mental health
professionals (Blackman et al., 2016; Cornell & Mayer, 2010; Nijs et al., 2013). Anxiety and
aggression, once studied separately as two different issues, have begun to be studied together as
researchers have theorized that anxiety may actually motivate aggression (Smokowski et al.,
2013). Aggressive behavior is the most common reason for students to be referred to mental
health professionals (Kutsyuruba et al., 2015). However, many students who exhibit these
behaviors are not assessed to determine the possible reasons (Teske et al., 2013).
The need for mental health services within the school environment has been identified by
administrators, teachers, and researchers (Blackman et al, 2016; Lenhardt et al., 2018). However,
efforts to coordinate these services within the school environment have not been well
coordinated (Cornell & Mayer, 2010). Schools are not designed nor do they have the financial
resources to specifically address these needs (Lenhardt et al., 2018; Teske et al., 2013). School
principals and assistant principals must be committed to overcome these challenges and form
effective school-based mental health initiatives (Blackman et al., 2016). However, referrals to
mental health resources do not always take place. Zero tolerance disciplinary policies have
expanded beyond their original intent as these policies also cause students with mental health
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issues to be suspended as well (Monterastelli, 2017). A 2012 national study found that students
with disabilities had a suspension rate twice that of the student population without disabilities
(Monterastelli, 2017). This issue also intertwines with SRO interactions with students have
disabilities as it has been determined that there are gaps in SRO training in this area (Merkwae,
2015).
School Climate
The school climate is an important factor for facilitating the school’s mission of
providing education in a setting that provides an environment conducive to academic and
emotional success (Biag, 2014; Bradshaw et al., 2014; Kutsyuruba et al., 2015; Thompson &
Alvarez, 2013). Research about school climates has shown how characteristics of a school can
directly affect the outcome of the students (Gregory et al., 2012). A major goal for school
administrators is to help other school personnel create safer school environments and
simultaneously strive to increase higher academic standards (Lenhardt et al., 2018; Vagi et al.,
2018). There are many different facets to a school climate. Security measures, rules and policies,
building relationships with students, and keeping students academically motivated are basic
tenets of the school climate (Bradshaw et al., 2014; Mears et al., 2018; Tanner-Smith et al.,
2017). Students have been shown to hold a more favorable view of their school climate when
there is a greater use of praise or rewards for good behavior and less utilization of punitive
consequences (Bear et al., 2017). A school climate that carefully evaluates these and other
aspects of the school climate can contribute toward reducing safety related incidents and thereby
improving school safety (Kingston et al., 2018; Kutsyuruba, et al., 2015). For example, school
climate has been shown as a significant predictor of dropout rates, absentee rates, suspension,
drug use, and acts of violence and aggression (Bradshaw et al., 2014; Cornell & Mayer, 2010;

43
Crawford & Burns, 2016; Cuellar et al., 2017). A positive school climate is vita as education will
unlikely be appropriately achieved within a disorderly school setting (Kutsyuruba et al., 2015;
Mears et al., 2018).
School climate factors have the potential to add or detract from safety and security on
school campuses (Kutsyuruba et al., 2015). Astor et al. (2010) cited examples such as inadequate
teacher training, teacher turnover, and class/school size as variables that may affect rates of
school violence. Bullying and aggression are linked to a poor school climate (Bradshaw et al.,
2014; Kutsyuruba, et al., 2015; Smokowski et al., 2017). To combat this, schools may use an
anti-bullying or social skill program. Unfortunately, many of these programs may be
implemented on a school district level with no individual attention or follow up given as to
whether the programs were effective at the local school level or whether the programs were even
utilized at all (Astor et al., 2010).
Another significant factor within the climate of a school is the extracurricular activities
offered by the school. These activities provide opportunities for students to develop relationships
with both students and staff members (Davis & Dupper, 2004; Mears et al., 2018). While these
activities can promote a willingness to stay connected to the school community, students who
have disciplinary issues or suffer from academic difficulty within school are largely excluded
(Davis & Dupper, 2004). This provides yet an additional barrier to school connectedness for
those students who may experience exclusion within their schools.
Classroom Rules
According to Bicard (2000), rules are considered as the most cost-effective way to
manage a classroom; however, many teachers may not realize the benefit of having these
structured rules. Rules allow for a consistent response to student behaviors, both positive and
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negative. Behavior is largely influenced by interactions within the environment, including the
contact between students and teachers (Alstot & Alstot, 2015). Students and all others have
reasons for the way they behave: attention, access to something they want, escape from
something they do not want, or because it is enjoyable. Alstot and Alstot (2015) stated the
following:
Once a student’s behavior has been reinforced, either purposefully or accidentally, the
levels of response will remain relatively constant even if the behavior does not result in a
reinforcing consequence every time; reinforcing is enough to maintain levels of the
behavior. (p. 22)
Alstot and Alstot (2015) also emphasized that teachers should ensure consistency and
ensure that they avoid accidentally reinforcing the behavior they are trying to minimize or
change. It should also be realized students are different and the motivations for the same
behavior may actually be different. Skinner (1953) asserted that every person has different
behaviors and the same action taken in response to a behavior can reinforce one person’s
behavior while it punishes the other person for theirs. This demonstrates the importance of
considering each student’s behavior individually and reacting to their behavior individually.
Teacher/Student Relationships
All people have the innate desire to belong and to feel included (Lyubomirsky et al.,
2011; Maslow, 1943; McHugh et al., 2013). A sense of belonging within one’s family may serve
to satisfy this need. However, this need exists within the school environment as students seek to
belong within the school environment. Individual teacher characteristics may directly influence
the behavior of students (Gregory et al., 2012; Kutsyuruba et al., 2015). School climate is,
according to Bradshaw et al. (2014), a product of the interactions between teachers and students.
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The quality of relationships between teachers and students is found to be associated with several
outcomes, including academic, emotional, and behavioral adjustment (Biag, 2014; Mitchell et
al., 2016; Murray & Zyoch, 2011; Williams et al., 2018). As previously stated, the responsibility
for fostering the relationships in the classroom is the teacher (Havik, 2017). This relationship is
not simply one of verbalizing repeated expectations of academic progress, which can be
perceived by the student as a negative experience (Havik, 2017). Furthermore, it must be
understood that all negative behavior exhibited by students is not solely an indication of
defiance. This behavior may in fact serve as a mechanism to resist an environment they perceive
as being negative.
Many teachers list limited time and high numbers of students in the classroom as a reason
for limited relationships with students (McHugh et al., 2013; Oyedeji, 2017). However, Havik
(2017) contended that this process is a bridge building process and that the time spent toward this
is not as important as ensuring that the engagement with the students is authentic and genuine.
Students have maintained how important it is for teachers’ interactions to be genuine and
effortful. When teachers stereotype students’ behaviors, it is seen by students as an intentional
effort to ignore the student as an individual (Havik, 2017). Limited time spent with students is a
concern and a barrier for building relationships with students. A teacher may only have a student
in their class for an hour a day for two or three times a week (McHugh et al., 2013). A barrier to
relationship building is the school systems themselves, who are continually striving to improve
their academic progress, which further enhances and increases expectations of teachers and other
staff members within the school (McHugh et al., 2013).
A community environment within a school facilitates a safe environment and fosters a
feeling that students feel more comfortable and are more open to take risks academically since
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there is a sense of belonging within the school environment (Barchia & Bussey, 2011; Davis &
Dupper, 2004; Mantell, 2013). Additionally, relationships between teachers and students also
play a significant role for students at risk of dropping out of school (Davis & Dupper, 2004).
While many previous efforts to improve school behavior and effort have largely included the
individual student and the student’s family, more emphasis has been put toward changing their
level of involvement and support within the school. The rationale provided for this shift of
emphasis is that there is more control to change the factors within the school environment than
within the students’ environment outside the school (Davis & Dupper, 2004).
School Disciplinary Policies
The disciplinary climate within a school is the most important determinant of academic
achievement (Kutsyuruba et al., 2015). School discipline policies are designed and framed with
the goal of school safety (Astor et al., 2010). Although the students who display the negative
behavior certainly should have to experience accountability for negative actions, the structure of
the school environment must also be considered (May et al., 2018). Zero tolerance polies, which
provide standardized sanctions for disciplinary violations without regard to the individual
variables and circumstances, have become the standard disciplinary operating system within
schools (Collier et al., 2018; Monterastelli, 2017; Mears et al., 2018; Rappaport et al., 2015;
Smokowski et al., 2017). The aim of these policies is to deter students from committing these
acts and to remove disruptive students from the school setting, which hopefully creates a safer
and more supportive environment (Astor et al., 2010; Bear et al., 2017; Crawford & Burns, 2016;
Mears et al, 2018; Teske et al., 2013). Although there have also been increasing efforts to
provide programs to assist at-risk students (Mears et al., 2018), zero tolerance policies are still
the common response within schools to promote and provide safety. However, these methods
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may backfire and be counterproductive. While proponents contend that zero tolerance policies
make schools safer, others contend that these policies make schools more dangerous by causing a
cycle of disorderly behavior (Devlin & Gottfredson, 2018; Monterastelli, 2017; Rappaport et al,
2015). Students who attend schools with higher suspension rates are also more fearful of their
school environment than students who attend schools with lower suspension rates (Williams et
al., 2018). If there is a perception that these zero tolerance policies are unfairly implemented,
students may show defiance (Bradshaw et al., 2014; Crawford & Burns, 2016; Mears et al.,
2018). Another standard practice within many schools is to consistently and repeatedly suspend
students with disciplinary problems who are, in many instances, low performing students (Davis
& Dupper, 2004; Monterastelli, 2017; Schlosser, 2014). This may even serve as a mechanism to
improve overall standardized test scores in schools. Davis and Dupper (2004) therefore use the
term “pushout” for these students rather than “dropout” as these students are effectively pushed
out of school. Since 1973, out of school suspensions have actually doubled (Kutsyuruba et al.,
2015). Teachers and administrators may, at times, focus more on behavior and discipline rather
than the learning process when these get-tough policies are in effect in school (Mears et al,
2018). Additionally, these policies address the act that occurred but do not address any attributes
of their lives that may have contributed to the act (Mears et al., 2018). Students must feel that
they can trust teachers to be able to learn. This can be difficult for at-risk students and minority
students (Davis & Dupper, 2004; Kutsyuruba et al., 2015). There is little empirical evidence that
indicates that the get-tough policies improve school safety (Collier et al., 2018; Mears et al.,
2018). Attempting to address school safety using a “one size fits all” approach has not been
effective (Crawford & Burns, 2016). Finding solutions to reverse the negative effects of zero
tolerance policies requires a multi-system approach (Teske et al., 2013).
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Cultural Considerations
Research that examines variations of behavior between within-culture and betweenculture variations could provide a basis for theories that could be further researched to examine
school safety (Astor et al, 2010). Early adolescence is a critical period where changes affect
identity, behavior, and long-term choice outcomes for youth (Murray & Zyoch, 2011). For some
youth, this may include emotional, behavioral, and academic challenges. Racial and cultural
differences among students within a school may also be a factor to consider when evaluating
safety within the school environment. Racial composition of schools is related to school safety;
schools with more same ethnicity or race peers have lower victimization rates (Crawford &
Burns, 2016). Of youth who are arrested at school, 70% are youth of color (Thompson &
Alvarez, 2013). African American youth are more likely to experience these issues and
challenges than other youth. Lower levels of school achievement and low-quality relationships
with teachers are more likely, which can ultimately contribute to decreased academic motivation
and increased negative peer pressure (Murray & Zyoch, 2011). Students of color have voiced
that they believe their feelings and thoughts are dismissed within schools that require a high
degree of conformity with school policies (Crawford & Burns, 2016). Zero tolerance policies
tend to contribute to racial disparities in school disciplinary action (Mears et al., 2018;
Smokowski et al., 2017). Minority students may also feel there is a conflict and an obligation to
choose between their own culture and the school culture, which largely represents a white
middle-class culture (Metz, 1983; Mitchell et al., 2016).
Supportive Prevention and Intervention Efforts
As the overall goal is for students to learn, school safety efforts must include measures
that can assist students to meet this goal. Mears et al. (2018) stated, “The challenge lies in
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balancing different approaches and, in particular, balancing get-tough and support -oriented
efforts-to achieve these goals” (p. 10). The Safe and Drug Free Schools and Communities act
brought about an influx of interventions designed to provide a support-oriented approach to
misconduct and delinquency (Mears et al, 2018). This has assisted in bringing attention to ways
for schools to provide assistance to students so the core causes of the misbehavior exhibited at
school can be addressed. Greater than 90% of public schools report that they use behavioral
intervention, counseling, social work, or other activities and interventions (Devlin &
Gottfredson, 2018; Mears et al., 2018). School-based programs can improve perceived fears of
victimization and improve the safe school environment and outcomes, such as better academic
outcomes and better relationships with staff and students (Cuellar et al., 2017; Perumean-Chaney
& Sutton, 2012; Theriot & Orme, 2016). Treatment programs and social learning interventions
have been utilized more lately with the intent of addressing the needs of at-risk students (Collier
et al., 2018). Schoolwide positive behavioral support programs focus on student-centered
solutions that strive to improve student behavior and the learning environment (Monterastelli,
2017; Williams et al., 2018).
One concern is that the overemphasis of these programs for the at-risk population may
cause schools to neglect to offer assistance to the entire school population (Mears et al., 2018). A
second issue is the difficulty in integrating systems to form a comprehensive approach to school
safety. These efforts require coordination across many sectors, to include law enforcement,
mental health, schools, and others (Kingston et al., 2018). When collaboration occurs between
these sectors within the community, there has been a question about balancing the need to share
necessary information with others and the student’s right to privacy (Goodrum et al., 2017).
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School Safety Improvement Efforts
School administrators, law enforcement, agencies, and the community at large have
continued to evaluate school safety (Bleakley & Bleakley, 2017; Crawford & Burns, 2016).
Lawmakers, activist groups, and others have also been involved in debates and discussion to
determine the best way to protect students (Chrusciel et al., 2015; Theriot & Orme, 2016).
Incidents of mass violence, such as Columbine and Sandy Hook, have almost mandated changes
in safety measures and the media’s publicity of these incidents has resulted in a public call for
improvements in school safety (Chrusciel et al., 2015; Devlin & Gottfredson, 2018). Much effort
has been given in response to these types of national tragedies. However, other school safety
issues have largely and predominantly been left to state and local officials (Crawford & Burns,
2016).
In a 2017 South Carolina study, school administrators and law enforcement executives
predominantly listed additional SRO presence as an option for elevated safety measures within
schools (Chrusciel et al., 2015). This suggests a common and widespread level of support for
SROs by education administrators and law enforcement administrators. Enhanced physical
security measures (locked doors, cameras, etc.) were also listed as a potential area of focus even
though studies suggest that enhanced security measures may actually decrease perceptions of
safety within the student population (Chrusciel, 2015; Perumean-Chaney, 2012; Theriot & Orme,
2016).
School Preparation for Emergencies
It is unknown about how prepared United States schools are for related emergencies and
disasters. Kano et al. (2007) provided that state policies vary among the states and that there is a
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lack of sufficient policies or preparation efforts. Another concern is the multi-tasking duties by
school administrators, which may be excessive during these events.
School shootings have caused a push for violence prevention plans within schools.
Administrators, teachers, SROs, and other community stakeholders have worked collaboratively
in many areas to form targeted violence prevention plans (National Threat Assessment Center,
2018). These plans include identifying students who display behaviors that may predict an intent
to commit a violent act, which may be considered as risk factors. Protective factors which may
reduce the likelihood of committing an act of violence have been considered as well. A goal to
implementing these plans has been to change the attitudes about violence and to enhance
students’ school to resolve disputes without violence or conflict (Vagi et al., 2018).
Physical Security and Environmental Efforts
Just as the school climate can affect school safety, the physical environment of schools
may also contribute to a risk for increased safety concerns (Vagi et al., 2018). In addition to law
enforcement officers being assigned to schools, there have been other security measures
implemented within schools. Cameras and metal detectors have been broadly introduced on
school campuses to address many of these concerns (Devlin & Gottfredson, 2018; Gonzales et
al., 2016; Shelton et al., 2009; Tanner-Smith & Fisher, 2015; Tanner-Smith et al., 2017; Vagi et
al., 2018). According to research from Biag (2014), approximately 5% of students reported that
they avoid specific areas of their school campus due to the fear of being harmed. In response to
these and other concerns, surveillance and monitoring have been seen as a way to prevent, reveal
and track violent acts (Astor et al., 2010; Crawford & Burns, 2015, 2016). The implementation
of these surveillance and monitoring measures are, in many circumstances, a response to school
safety incidents that have occurred as well. Of schools in the United States, 89% have security
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cameras on their campuses and 9% use metal detectors (Tanner-Smith et al., 2017). These visible
security efforts rely more upon the possible deterrence from these security measures more than
their ability to detect safety related incidents (Tanner-Smith et al., 2017). Relying on these tools
on their own have not been shown to reduce students’ exposure to criminal behavior in school
(Cuellar et al., 2017; Gonzales et al., 2016; Perumean-Chaney & Sutton, 2012). In fact, security
measures such as metal detectors may increase students’ concern about crime within their school
(Tanner-Smith & Fisher, 2015; Vagi et al., 2018). However, physical security measures are still
considered as an effective way to help prevent or minimize the severity of these incidents
(Gonzales et al., 2016; NC Center for Safer Schools, 2017). These measures also allow schools
to collect data and information to make decisions and take actions to minimize or prevent future
incidents that are contrary to school safety (Astor et al, 2010). Furthermore, schools have a
responsibility to manage risks and be prepared to address other emergency events to reduce any
trauma and increase safety of students, staff, and the community (Kano et al., 2007). These risks
can be reduced through prevention efforts and being prepared for these incidents (Shelton et al.,
2009).
School Resource Officers
Schools have a responsibility to maintain a disciplined and orderly environment to
facilitate a safe and suitable learning environment (Theriot & Orme, 2016). Although there is
conflicting literature, Bleakley and Bleakley (2017) stated that today’s educational system and
law enforcement agencies have had a notable impact on behavioral management and safety
within school environments. The SROs are currently and have remained in the middle of safety
related discussions in school environments (Chrusciel et al., 2015; Crawford & Burns, 2016;
Devlin & Gottfredson, 2018). The inclusion of SROs into schools have served as a mechanism
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for community policing efforts within school environments (Barnes, 2016; Cuellar et al., 2017).
The widespread usage for this extended time period seems to indicate a sense of permanency in
considering SROs as part of the school community. The original intent was that the school
resource officer would exist to help create a safer school environment. This has been blended
with a subtle expansion of duties, which has sometimes necessitated going beyond the role of
law enforcement officer and enforcing disciplinary measures and school policies (Ryan et al.,
2018).
The National Association of School Resource Officers (2017) defines SROs as “a career
law enforcement officer with sworn authority, who is deployed by an employing police
department or agency in a community-oriented policing assignment to work in collaboration with
one or more schools” (p. 2). The SROs are considered to be law enforcers, problem solvers, and
liaisons to services and resources in the community (Zhang, 2018). Crawford and Burns (2016)
also discussed the roles and relationships regarding these officers and how it may affect safety
and behavioral issues within the school setting. These officers are usually employees of sheriff’s
departments or municipal police agencies and are stationed within schools through a formal
agreement between school districts and the law enforcement agencies (Barnes, 2016; Cuellar et
al., 2017). The role of a SRO is a combined role of law enforcement officer, law-related teacher,
and mentor (Devlin & Gottfredson, 2018; Wolfe et al, 2017). This has been commonly been
referred to as the triad model (McKenna & White, 2018). Their presence and roles within the
schools took on an additional teaching responsibility as the Drug Abuse Resistance Education
(DARE) program was implemented into schools in the 1990s (Pentek & Eisenberg, 2018).
The first SRO program within the United States began in 1958, the time period where
schools were beginning to de-segregate (Meade, 2019; Monterastelli, 2017; Pentek & Eisenberg,
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2018). The incident that occurred at Columbine High School caused a dramatic increase in
SROs across the United States (Meade, 2019; Thompson & Alvarez, 2013). The SROs have
become a permanent presence with the school environment (Armenta & Stader, 2011; Rhodes,
2015; Zhang, 2018). Law enforcement within school settings is the fastest growing area of law
enforcement (Merkwae, 2015). This infusion of SROs into schools has served as a catalyst and
mechanism for community policing efforts to begin to take shape within the school environment
(Barnes, 2016).
There is not a specifically universally recognized SRO training program; therefore,
training subjects and amounts of training vary nationally (Meade, 2019; Ryan et al., 2018;
Theriot & Orme, 2016). The NASRO does offer a 40-hour training and covers some areas
specific to SROs (Ryan et al., 2018). However, there is no widely used training program for
SROs that covers child development, managing student behavior, or working with students who
may have disabilities or are have special educational or mental health needs (Meade, 2019). The
public assumption is that SROs should be trained as law enforcement officers as well as
additional training in how to work with children (Meade, 2019).
Law enforcement agencies have since become more involved in the safety and security of
school campuses (Broll & Huey, 2015). The mission of the SRO within schools has been
modified to include an expectation of behavior management within schools (Ryan et al., 2018).
However, research has been mixed as to its effectiveness. While there have been studies that
suggest that they have a significant impact on school safety, others suggest that they do not play
a part in reducing acts of violence within schools (Devlin & Gottfredson, 2018). Critics of SROs
in schools assert that the contact that these officers have with students may define the
educational future of the student (Merkwae, 2015). Critics also contend that law enforcement
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officers assigned within schools criminalize students and ultimately create a school-to prison
pipeline (Mears et al., 2018). There is also concern that, even though SROs may reduce violence
in schools, more students may be introduced into the juvenile justice system as a result (Devlin
& Gottfredson, 2018). However, May et al. (2018) provide the following:
If SROs in schools are doing their job, they will make more arrests than law enforcement
officers who are not assigned entirely to schools but patrol in the community and are
called to schools only as a reaction to alleged crimes on school grounds. (p. 93)
Another consideration is the type of activities individual SROs engage in within their assigned
schools. The SROs who play multiple roles other than law enforcer may provide more of a
contribution to the safety of the school (Devlin & Gottfredson, 2018).
Perceptions of School Safety and Safety Measures
Each person from the different roles associated with schools must form a collaborative
relationship. Students, teachers, administrators, support staff, parents, and others are required to
become their own community within the school walls (Astor et al., 2010). Every group
represented within the schools has their own unique perspective about school safety and how
safe their schools actually are. Each individual person within a school will also have differences
in perceptions of the school climate and school safety (Kutsyuruba et al., 2015). The perception
of school safety is investigated regularly, largely as a reaction to an issue that occurred within the
school (Nijs et al., 2018). The differences in perceptions are dependent on individual experiences
of that person as well as their role within the school. There is an overall negative perception of
school safety, which has negative effects on student behavior, the provision of mental health
services, and academic achievement (Esselment, 2013). The perceptions that school violence is
increasing does not reflect of the actual trends in school violence. This has been fueled by the
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school shootings that have occurred across the country and the media coverage as a result of
these high- profile incidents (Tanner-Smith et al., 2017).
Historical accounts of violent acts within schools provide evidence that this issue is not
something that just erupted in the 20th century. Descriptions of student violence were shown in
clay tablets of Mesopotamia around 2000 B.C. and European schools have had acts of violence
documented from the Middle Ages to the 19th century (Cornell & Mayer, 2010). School violence
has decreased although the public concern for increased student safety within the schools
continues to be strongly voiced (Bradshaw et al., 2015; Perumean-Chaney & Sutton, 2012). The
perceived fear of being victimized can occur through other incidents that have occurred
elsewhere nationally and how the media has portrayed them (Perumean-Chaney & Sutton, 2012).
However, overall decreases in reported school safety incidents may not reflect decreases in all
categories. The NC Department of Public Instruction (NC DPI, 2019) reported that, while overall
reportable crimes and drug related crimes showed a decrease from the previous school year,
assaults on school staff, sexual assaults, assaults with a weapon, assaults resulting in serious
injury, and bomb threats had increased over the same time period (NC DPI, 2019).
School Administrators
School administrators have a responsibility for the safety and welfare of students,
teachers, and school safety are considered to be the most important part of their jobs (Armenta &
Stader, 2011; Irby & Thomas, 2013). It could be argued that perceptions play the largest role in
evaluating school safety and in enacting change (Perumean-Chaney, & Sutton, 2012). For
example, a common way to gauge SRO effectiveness is their relationship with school
administrators and school staff members (Chrusciel et al., 2015; Wolfe, 2017). A developing
theme among the literature is the inclusion of many SROs into school-based disciplined matters
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(Bleakley & Bleakley, 2017). A product of this practice has led to increased rates of formal court
referrals for lower levels incidents that occurred in the school environment and strained
relationships between SROs and students (Bleakley & Bleakley, 2017; Irby & Thomas, 2013).
School administrators must work together to share a balance of supportive effort to prevent
delinquency and accountability measures to provide prevention and accountability (Mears et al.,
2018). Variables in the level of support by school administrators also depend on the level of
parental involvement within the school as this protective factor may provide a perception that the
SRO is less needed within that school (Wolfe et al., 2017). Additionally, administrators’ positive
perceptions of SROs within their schools are more dependent upon the perceived level of
respectful behavior the officer shows to students and staff (Wolfe et al., 2017). This continues to
contribute to the findings within the literature that the relationships and interaction between
SROs and students/staff are a significant factor when perceptions are formed about SROs and
their effectiveness within their assigned schools (Theriot & Orme, 2016). As such, the litmus test
for SROs when assigned to a school has been the subjective evaluation of the administrator of
their assigned school.
Teachers
Most of the research about the safety school climates tend to focus on the student with
little attention on teachers (Gregory et al., 2012). Safety concerns have caused many teachers to
leave the teaching profession, which has contributed to high rates of teacher attrition. Teachers
have reported fewer instances of victimization when school are communally organized,
expectations are shared, and supportive relationships exists between staff and students (Gregory
et al., 2012). Thus, a supportive school climate is linked to safety of school faculty. Teachers
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have also considered cameras and SROs as effective safety measures within their schools
(Gonzales et al., 2016).
Students
Students’ perceptions of safety are also critical to school safety. An ultimate goal of
safety efforts is so that students have feelings of safety and security within the school
environment (Goldweber et al., 2013; Bollmer et al., 2005). However, the biggest problem on
their school campuses, according to middle school students, are violence, fighting, and safety
(Biag, 2014). Much research about school safety has relied upon student self-reports. However,
these views are sensitive to bias and may not be as valid as observations from assessors from the
outside (Bradshaw et al., 2015).
Although students may base their perceptions upon their experiences at school, their
perceptions may also be influenced by their parents, teachers, and school administrators (Ewton,
2014). School safety is largely connected with school connectedness and bonding with school
staff and parents (Goldweber et al., 2013; Theriot & Orme, 2016). Their perceptions about SROs
have been largely positive within much of the literature as a recent study indicated that 62% of
the school population considered SROs more of a resource at school than a law enforcement
officer (Pentek & Eisenberg, 2018). This statistic seems to solidify the influence that SROs have
within the school culture and among the student population. Increased attachment to school and
relationships within the school resulted in lower rates of school behavioral incidents (Theriot &
Orme, 2016). Pentek and Eisenberg’s (2018) study further amassed that a decrease in the SRO’s
role within school discipline would increase favorable perceptions toward them. Students are
more deterred by disciplinary actions of their parents and teachers than law enforcement officers
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(Peguero et al., 2018). The usage of these officers for school discipline has shown itself as an
issue of concern.
However, building relationships may require a softer approach than the more assertive
training law enforcement officers receive (Theriot & Orme, 2016; Rhodes, 2014). The literature
indicates a conflictual relationship between the roles of SROs, which may be culprit to affecting
student perceptions. Devlin and Gottfredson (2018) reported that SROs may cause students to
feel a decrease in school connectedness. This issue is further complicated by differences in
perception toward SROs by race (Pentek & Eisenberg, 2018; Theriot & Orme, 2016). Kupchik
and Ward (2014) reported significant differences in school safety measures for youth in poverty
and in school with predominant minority populations. Theriot and Orme (2016) also reported
that positive interactions with officers produce more positive perceptions from students while
negative interaction produce higher rates of negative perceptions by students about SROs. The
literature is clear in suggesting that differences exist among different student populations
although it does not specifically point to the school resource officer as the source of the disparate
treatment. Rhodes (2017) suggested that additional studies may be necessary in this area.
Another significant point of emphasis is the different stressors that may be placed on students in
rural areas. Rural youth have higher rates of substance abuse and are at increased risk for
academic failure (Evans et al., 2014; Smokowski et al., 2012; Evans et al., 2014). This is
exacerbated by increases in rates of bullying with many factors listed within the study conducted
by Evans et al. (2014), to include decreased acceptance in diverse peers and high levels of peer
rejection. An additional consideration is the elevated level of stigma toward mental health issues
and in seeking treatment (Evans et al., 2014).
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Public
Public perception of SROs is largely positive although there are statistically significant
differences in perception among race (Theriot & Orme, 2016). The public perception of school
safety are efforts that prevent school violence even though the concept of school safety
encompasses much more. This could be due to the attention that has been placed on the incidents
of mass violence as opposed to other safety considerations that are more typical incidents
(bullying, larceny, etc.) or those actions that may go unreported (May et al., 2018). Many public
contacts in this area stems from the public’s role as a parent or family member of a student who
had contact with the school resource officer or a victim of an incident at school (Rhodes, 2017).
There is a growing concern that continuous law enforcement presence in schools cause
criminalization of students and contributes to a negative school climate (Irby & Thomas, 2013).
This sentiment tends to be greater in communities where there is a sense of distrust between
members of the community and law enforcement.
School Resource Officers
Although limited research was locating when seeking literature about the perceptions of
SROs within the rural environment in a Southeastern state, literature does exist whereby
concerns were reported about their utilization within the schools (Devlin & Gottfredson, 2018).
The SROs feel their main role on school campuses should be that of a law enforcement officer
(McKenna et al., 2016). The SROs have, according to Barnes (2016), used within the schools as
part of the faculty and in monitoring areas as teachers may do. Ryan et al. (2018) reported that
43% of teachers within a study reported that they had not been provided adequate levels of
training in behavior management. Their presence and visibility are believed to deter activity that
may be disruptive within the school setting (McKenna et al., 2016). The expectation for SROs to
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participate in school discipline in addition to providing school safety was reported with a high
level of concern (Mears, 2018; Rhodes, 2017). It should also be noted that out-of-school
suspension rates are higher in schools that have SROs assigned to them (Thompson & Alvarez,
2013; Zhang, 2018). This is not consistent with the intent of the SRO’s role, and this alternate
usage of SROs has caused uncertainty from other school staff about the true role of the school
resource officer within the school (Barnes, 2016). The SROs also reported that they should not
be there for school disciplinary matters and that school staff members should be responsible for
all issues within the school other than safety concerns and incidents. The increased expectation
to serve in an administrative disciplinary capacity is considered as contradictory to their role
within the school (McKenna & White, 2018). Broll and Huey (2015) further suggested that an
equally effective usage of SROs is to take advantage of their crime prevention skills and not to
simply rely on them for intervention. School administrators who rely on SROs to become
involved with the disciplinary process in schools place SROs in a position to react to these issues
as a law enforcement officer instead of a school employee (Devlin & Gottfredson, 2018).
Summary
The literature reviewed has been gathered and synthesized from a myriad of sources
across disciplines to gain a greater perspective regarding perception of SROs while examining
school related safety issues where these officers are connected in some fashion. Studies have
been reviewed and synthesized to gather both quantitative and qualitative information in the area
of school safety as it relates to SROs. The literature contains views and perceptions from
students, school administrators and staff, and the public. It is clear within the literature that there
is widespread support for SROs within the school environment and the perception that they
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provide an overwhelming value. However, literature also suggests that students have been the
primary source in seeking perceptions about safety and SROs (Wolfe et al., 2017).
A gap in the literature exists in examining the perceptions of SROs. Their views and
perceptions toward safety issues in middle schools in a rural environment are limited at best
(Evans et al., 2014). Furthermore, Mears et al. (2018) asserted that a greater investment in
research is needed to discover ways to assist schools to improve safety while still placing a
priority on education. Evans (2008) stated that the expertise of people who have direct
experience should be given more weight than they may have traditionally been given. This
brings forth a contention that the direct experience of SROs should be given more weight when
considering safety concerns within the school setting.
The SROs’ views have not been largely studied within the literature. A study of this
nature is needed to discover the perceptions of these SROs and to capture the essence of these
officers within this environment. This study will greatly assist in establishing a more balanced
perspective for future studies when considering safety within schools in a rural setting in a
Southeastern state.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODS
Overview
This chapter provides information that discusses and elaborates upon the rationale for this
research study. The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to examine SROs’
perceptions of school safety assigned to 12 schools within rural communities located in the
Southeast region of the United States. The problem is that school safety has not adequately
included and considered the perceptions of SROs. The significance of the research is presented,
and discussion is provided as to how this qualitative inquiry research project can benefit others
as it relates to school safety.
Next, the research design is described in its entirety and each step of the research project
is explained in detail. Research questions, research participants, and the research setting are
discussed, and reasons are submitted why these specific selections were made within these
critical research areas. Furthermore, the researcher’s role, data collection methods and sources,
and analytical methods are given within this chapter. Lastly, the trustworthiness of this specific
research project and its design are discussed. This is achieved by examining different procedures
that contribute to the overall trustworthiness of the project. The credibility, transferability,
confirmability, and dependability will all addressed and specific evidence will be presented to
support the project trustworthiness. Lastly, ethical considerations within the scope of the project,
actual or potential, are also listed and discussed within the confines of Chapter Three.
Design
This study was conducted by using a qualitative research method design. This qualitative
research method was necessary to effectively reflect the perceptions of the SROs and to
adequately capture each focus area they may identify. Qualitative research is a personal inquiry,
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and the researcher is the instrument of that inquiry (Patton, 2015). Quantitative studies may
capture perceptions in specific areas listed within specific instruments and surveys. However, a
qualitative research method is necessary to allow the researcher to examine and analyze the
sources of information so that a complete account of SROs’ perceptions of school safety can be
determined and expanded. Whereas, quantitative studies typically serve as a method to test
theory, a qualitative research design is more useful in theory development (Patton, 2015). The
entire research process revolved around a desire to capture the perceptions of the SRO in the
rural environment and to record and analyze this information so that possible patterns may be
found among the study participants. This required the researcher to seek to find patterns,
concepts, and insights from the participants (Patton, 2015). As such, the qualitative research
method was seen as the most suitable method to capture, analyze, and report this information. An
inductive approach was used throughout the study. This type of approach began with specific
observations and work toward the development of recurrent patterns through the course of the
study (Patton, 2015). As information was gathered using inductive logic, themes and patterns
were discovered (Creswell, 2013). The themes and patterns of information formed larger patterns
that were experienced on a larger scale among the participants.
In considering the subject matter and complexity of the topic, a case study was chosen as
the design type for this research endeavor. This type of qualitative design is especially
appropriate when there are clearly identifiable cases, and the researcher wants to provide an indepth understanding or comparison of the cases (Creswell, 2013). Case studies are also a
preferable method of inquiry when observing event in the recent past and the present (Yin,
2018). Furthermore, Yin (2018) defines a case study as “an empirical method that investigates a
contemporary phenomenon (the case) in depth and within its real-world context, especially when

65
the boundaries between the phenomenon and context may not be clearly evident” (p. 15). As this
definition indicates, case studies provide the ability to inquire and analyze within the real-world
and to be able to gain detailed information from these events that exist in the present. Multiple
sources of information are relied upon and multiple areas of interest can be included and
evaluated within cases studies (Yin, 2018).
A multiple case study design was selected as the most appropriate and effective design to
conduct this study. While case studies may examine one single case, a multiple case study
examines one issue but selects multiple cases to highlight the issue (Creswell, 2013). This
specific multiple case study has been designed to allow multiple SROs’ views about school
safety to be collected so that their individual perception and feelings can be captured. Collective
case studies can show different perspectives while gathering information from the participants.
This is intended to provide more compelling evidence and be considered to provide more robust
findings as compared to a single case study (Yin, 2018). This design relies on the logic of
replication as the procedures are replicated in each case and with each participant. This is
achieved through using the same interview questions for each participant and replicating the
same procedures for each case (Creswell, 2013). Multiple sources of information are relied upon
to ensure sufficient triangulation of the data gathered and reinforce external validity (Yin, 2018).
This helps to provide a detailed account about how they experienced the things they experienced
(Patton, 2015). This inquiry utilized participant interviews, direct observations, and documents to
ensure triangulation of data.
Research Questions
A central research question was designed, and several sub-questions were subsequently
added. This central question encompasses the primary point of focus while the sub-questions that
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follow will delve into more specific focal areas. The central research question was: What are the
perceptions of SROs located in rural schools in the Southeastern United States regarding the
topic school safety?
This study employed a qualitative case study to gather perceptions of SROs located in 12
rural schools in the Southeastern United States. From this initial question about school safety, the
following sub-questions were created to inquire about more specific areas related to the topic.
1. What are the perceptions of SROs regarding the physical safety of the school
environment?
2. What are the perceptions of SROs regarding emotional safety within the school
environment?
Setting
The sites identified for this study were 12 rural schools in Southeastern United States.
The sites are located within three different counties in the Southeastern portion of the United
States. Four schools within each of the three counties were selected to participate in the study
through criterion sampling, for a total of 12 schools. The selected counties within this study are
ethnically diverse within total county population and student population. As the design and area
of inquiry focused upon schools not considered to be within an urban setting, the selected
counties were predominantly rural. The names of the counties and schools were identified by
using pseudonyms instead of the actual names to protect the confidentiality of the participants
and sites. As such, the counties within the study were referred to as Adam County, Baker
County, and Charlie County. The schools within each county were identified by putting a
number behind the name of the county. Examples would be Adam One, Baker Two, and so forth.
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Each selected school within the study had an assigned SRO whose primary duty station is the
school to which they are assigned.
The reasons that the specific sites were selected were based upon several criteria. The first
criteria for selection was that the school systems and local geographical area met the desired
criteria of being a school within a rural area in the Southeastern United States. The geographical
locations for the counties selected were selected because of the characteristics of these counties.
As the theoretical framework looks at the needs of children and how safety may be affected, it
may be important to consider sites that may experience some of the challenges of meeting lower
level needs. Poverty, statistics which demonstrate safety issues within the local communities, and
current educational statistics for the county sites was considered when selecting the sites.
Additionally, an important selection requirement is completely dependent on the participants of
the research project, the SROs themselves. The design of this qualitative study necessitates that
the SROs fully participate in an interview, agree to the researcher observing the SRO at their
assigned school, and participating in member checks/debriefing to help ensure trustworthiness of
the study design. The willingness to participate in each part of the process was critical as each
part is vital to the research process. Therefore, it should be easily acknowledged that the specific
sites selected were assigned schools for the participants, namely the SROs who were selected
and agreed to participate in this project.
Adam County
The county where four of the selected sites are located fits criteria as a rural area with the
bounds of this study. Adam County is located in Southeastern United States. The county’s
population in 2016 was estimated at 134,576 with 62.6% of residents living in rural areas of the
county (NC Department of Commerce, 2019b). The county’s racial and ethnic makeup is
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diverse. According to Data USA (2018), Native Americans make up approximately 40% of the
county’s population. Caucasians comprise 26%, while African Americans represent
approximately 24%. The Hispanic population percentage is listed at 8%. The county’s median
household income is $31,298 with a violent crime rate of 649 incidents per 100,000 people.
The following information provides a snapshot of the socioeconomic state of this
community. Educationally, 75% of the population completed high school while 13% of the
population has a bachelor’s degree or higher. The county’s unemployment rate is 13.9% while
the current unemployment rate of the state where located is listed at 4.5%. The median
household income is just above $31,298 (Data USA, 2018c). The poverty rate of the county is
30% while 43% of children in the county live under poverty.
All public schools within Adam County fall under the county school system. Adam
County Schools has a student population of nearly 23,000 students located within 44 different
schools (PSRC, 2019a). The school board is comprised of 11 elected members.
Demographically, the board is made up of three African Americans, five Caucasians, and three
Native Americans (PSRC, 2019b). The gender makeup of the board consists of eight males and
three females.
Adam 1
Adam 1 is a middle school in a rural area and is not located within the limits of a city or
town. The selection of this school was solely based on the willingness for the assigned SRO to
participate in the case study.
Adam 2
Adam 2 is a large high school and is also located in a rural area not within any city limits.
The specific site selection was dependent upon the SRO selected to participate.
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Adam 3
Adam 3 is a vocational development school that serves the five high schools within the
county and is also located in a rural area not within any city limits. The specific site selection
was dependent upon the SRO selected to participate.
Adam 4
Adam 2 is a small high school and is also located in a rural area not within any city
limits. The specific site selection was dependent upon the SRO selected to participate.
Baker County
Baker County is also in a rural setting as the county had an estimated population of
approximately 34,454 residents with 91% of county residents living in rural areas of the county
(NC Department of Commerce, 2019c). Baker County is also located in Southeastern United
States but has some differences in its population makeup when comparing to Adam County.
According to Data USA (2018a), 54% of the population are Caucasian and 34% are African
American. The county’s Hispanic population is listed at 7.5%. The Native American population
is listed at 3% with the remainder comprised by other ethnic backgrounds. The high school
completion rate is 79% with 14% completing at least a bachelor’s degree (NC Department of
Commerce, 2019c). The county’s unemployment rate is listed at 6%. The median household
income is just above $31,298 (NC Department of Commerce, 2019c). The poverty rate of the
county is 28.1%.
All public schools in Baker County are part of this school system. Baker County Schools
has a student population of nearly 4,700 students located within 15 different schools (NC
Department of Commerce, 2019c). The school board is comprised of nine elected members.
Demographically, the board is made up of four African Americans and five Caucasians.
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Baker 1
Baker 1 is a middle school in a rural area and is not located within the limits of a city or
town. The selection of this school was solely based on the willingness for the assigned SRO to
participate in the case study.
Baker 2
Baker 2 is a high school in a rural area and is not located within the limits of a city or
town. This school is one of the two public high schools within the county. The selection of this
school was solely based on the willingness for the assigned SRO to participate in the case study.
Baker 3
Baker 3 is the largest middle school in the county. This school is located in the county
seat within the city limits. The selection of this school was solely based on the willingness for the
assigned SRO to participate in the case study.
Baker 4
Baker 4 is a middle school in a rural area and is not located within the limits of a city or
town. The selection of this school was solely based on the willingness for the assigned SRO to
participate in the case study.
Charlie County
Charlie County shares similar statistical data with Baker County. Of the population, 80%
lives in rural areas of the county and the estimated population of the county was 57, 015 in 2016
(NC Department of Commerce, 2019a). The data retrieved indicated that 63.2% of the
population are Caucasian, 30% African American, 5% Hispanic, and 3.5% listed as Native
American (Data USA, 2018b). The county’s Hispanic population is listed at 7.5%. The Native
American population is listed at 3% with the remainder comprised by other ethnic backgrounds.
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The high school completion rate is 80.7% with 12% completing at least a bachelor’s degree
(Data USA, 2018b). The county’s unemployment rate is listed at 6%. The median household
income is just above $36,261 (NC Department of Commerce, 2018). The poverty rate of the
county is 23.1% (NC Department of Commerce, 2019a).
Charlie County also has a city school system located within the county. Charlie County
Schools has a student population of nearly 24,000 students located within 25 different schools.
The school board is comprised of five elected members, all of whom are Caucasian males
(Columbus County Schools, 2019). The superintendent was recently hired in June 2019 and
served as an assistant superintendent in a neighboring county and has 29 years of experience as
an educator (News Reporter, 2019). She is a Caucasian female and holds a doctorate in
education.
Charlie 1
Charlie 1 is one of three high public high schools within the county. It is located in a rural
area and is not located within the limits of a city or town. It is the smallest high school of the
three. The selection of this school was solely based on the willingness for the assigned SRO to
participate in the case study.
Charlie 2
Charlie 2 is a middle school in a rural area. It is located within the town limits of a small
town within the county. The selection of this school was solely based on the willingness for the
assigned SRO to participate in the case study.
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Charlie 3
Charlie 3 is one of the three high schools in the county. It is located in a rural area and is not
located within the limits of a city or town. The selection of this school was solely based on the
willingness for the assigned SRO to participate in the case study.
Charlie 4
Charlie 4 is an elementary school in a rural area and is not located within the limits of a
city or town. However, this elementary school serves students from kindergarten through eighth
grade. The selection of this school was solely based on the willingness for the assigned SRO to
participate in the case study.
Participants
The participants within this study were SROs are assigned to work in the schools within
the three selected counties. Upon gaining permission from the law enforcement agency
administrators for each of the three counties, the direct supervisors were asked to assist in
selecting SROs that would likely be willing to share their perceptions of safety within their
assigned school throughout the data collection process. The law enforcement supervisors were
also be asked to consider SROs who have different experience and education levels, different
ethnic backgrounds and/or races, and include both male and female participants for
consideration. The participants’ demographic information is provided in Table 2. Creswell
(2013) suggested that selecting cases that may show varying perspectives of the problem but also
provides that purposeful sampling will be the best way to gain understanding of the central
phenomenon. Purposeful and snowball sampling was used in determining the possible
participants. From the sample pool within each county, a total of 12 SROs who are assigned to a
school located within the three rural counties were selected based upon their willingness to
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volunteer to participate in the interview and observation while working in their assigned school.
This proposed number of participants is consistent with Creswell’s (2013) assertion that 10-15
participants be used to provide for ample data. The intent of this process is to find participants
that are willing to provide the in-depth accounts of their experiences (Creswell, 2013). There is
no value to have a participant who will merely tolerate the research process rather than fully
engage and disclose. Each SRO who agreed to participate in the series of data collection
activities (interview, observations, and documents) was provided the full opportunity to express
his or her thoughts and views freely and in the strictest level of confidence to allow for truthful
and descriptive responses. As such, the participating SROs were given a pseudonym and other
information that might otherwise identify them was withheld.
The selected participants were representative of the number of schools being included
within the study. There are 12 rural schools, and the 12 assigned SROs are the intended
participants for the study. This collective case study design was employed to capture a thick and
rich description of the experiences of the SROs and their experiences with safety within their
schools. Creswell (2015) asserts that the goal is to gather enough information to develop the
model, otherwise referred to as saturation. Saturation of the experiences must occur so that
patterns and themes can accurately be developed from the information provided (Saunders et al.,
2017).
Procedures
The beginning step for this qualitative collective case study was to seek the proper formal
approval to conduct this study. The Institutional Review Board (IRB) at Liberty University had
to formally approve the research process, the setting, and participants before any research
involving participants or settings took place. The ethical treatment and considerations of all
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involved in any study is paramount to the study itself. As such, every effort was given to ensure
that all procedures surrounding this study was scrutinized and conducted ethically and without
harm to any participants.
This specific study also required additional permissions from school administrators, law
enforcement administrators, and the participants. Interviews with SROs and observations
required approval from their law enforcement administrative heads, observations of the
participants within the schools required approval from school administration, and individual
permissions/consents were required from the SROs who agreed to take part in the research
process. Each consent was critical to the success of the completion of this project.
The top law enforcement administrators in each of the three counties was contacted
initially. The project was explained, and permission requested for the SROs to participate in the
study if and only if the suggested participants volunteered to do so. This also included granting
permission to directly observe the participating SROs in the course of their duties within their
assigned schools. Once permissions were obtained, the supervisors for the SROs were contacted
and asked to provide suggestions for SROs for participation. It was anticipated that some of the
SROs selected for consideration may decline to participate. Therefore, supervisors were asked to
provide a larger pool of possible participants than the four SROs needed within each county to
ensure that enough participants are secured for the project.
After reviewing the information for the suggested participants, the researcher contacted
each SRO, explained the study and its purpose, and sought to obtain consent for their
participation. A consent form was signed for each participant who agreed to participate in the
study. Once the participants were identified, the specific school sites were also identified since it
would be the school to which they were assigned. A written synopsis of the study was provided
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to the top school system administrator (superintendent) and permission requested to observe the
SROs within the school environment. Once permission was given by the superintendents from
each county, the participants were contacted to schedule interviews at their convenience. The 12
interviews were recorded using two devices and were professionally transcribed. The transcribed
interviews were kept in a locked room and all electronic files were maintained on a password
protected computer to ensure the anonymity of the SROs and the schools to which they were
assigned.
After completion and transcription of the interviews, the transcripts were provided to the
participants for a member check review to ensure accuracy. The initial design of the study was to
select 6 of the 12 potential sites to conduct direct observations. This was considered as
purposeful sampling as I selected the sites after completion and review of the interview
transcripts so as to determine which of the sites and/or sites may provide a richer description of
the experiences as described by the SROs during the course of the interviews. Although six
observations were planned, the COVID 19 pandemic, which caused many schools around the
nation to be closed and virtual learning efforts to take place, made it extremely difficult to
conduct these six observations. Four observations were eventually completed and took place
over a traditional school day with both students and staff present. One of the school systems was
unable to accommodate the observation process due to school closures and emergency guidelines
that restricted visitors on school campus. Once the other observation sites were selected, I
contacted the principals of the selected sites and gained consent for each observation site.
Although the superintendent of each school system already provided permission for the project,
each administrator was also contacted to explain the study and to seek consent to observe on
their respective campuses. When observing, I utilized a formal observation protocol and took
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both descriptive and reflexive notes of my observation (Yin, 2018). The interview transcripts and
observation notes were read and re-read as codes began to emerge and categories were developed
from the interviews and observation notes.
During and after data collection, documents were gathered that to triangulate the data
collected through interviews and observations. Collected documents included school policies
regarding safety and standard operating procedures, diagrams of school buildings, official SRO
training curriculum material within this state, annual reports of school systems and individual
schools that reflect academic progress, crime, suspension, and expulsion rates that may assist in
providing data triangulation. Semi-structured interviews and direct observations were conducted
with the 12 selected SROs. These documents provided a tertiary source to triangulate the
information received from the previous data collection process.
The Researcher's Role
Quantitative research utilizes formal tests, measures, and instruments which have been
validated in various ways. However, the qualitative research design is solely reliant upon the
researcher to serve as the instrument through which to analyze, evaluate, and report the findings
of the study. For this specific study, I adhered to an ontological assumption, meaning that reality
can consists of multiple realities (Creswell, 2013). Multiple perceptions, alternate viewpoints,
and conflicting information may have contributed to this ontological assumption.
I have also adopted and employed a social constructivism paradigm. Using this filter, the
objective terms of right or wrong were not considered. The phenomena examined must be
evaluated within the context of the study (Guba & Lincoln, 1989; Patton, 2015). As such, my
research findings were supported by other sources which serve to provide trustworthiness within
the study. I also examined any possible biases prior to and during each stage of the study. A
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research case study requires that methodic procedures be highlighted, particularly reporting all
evidence fairly (Yin, 2018). Additionally, I do not have any personal relationship or level of
influence with any participants or other officials who either consented to participate in the
research study or granted permission for me to observe in the school setting. As a parent, I could
certainly be influenced positively or negatively if my child were to attend a school that
participated in this study; however, I had no parental or any other familial relationship with any
child that attended any school included within the study.
Data Collection
Qualitative research requires an open-ended approach when conducting any type inquiry
method (Patton, 2015). Data collection procedures need to be completed while keeping construct
validity, internal validity, external validity, and reliability in mind (Yin, 2018). This requires that
multiple data sources be considered. The inclusion of multiple data sources provides the validity
and reliability needed to complete a high-quality case study (Yin, 2018). Yin also stated that
there were six different sources of evidence for case studies, including documentation archival
records, interviews, direct observations, participant- observations, and physical artifacts. Within
this study, interviews, direct observations, and document analysis were used when triangulating
the data while collecting and when reporting findings.
Interviews
The process of interviews is seen as a foundational source of data within a qualitative
study (Creswell, 2013). The perceptions of the participants were captured within the process of
the interview and re-interviews, which are also commonplace in this process. In-depth
interviews, which provide more of a guided conversation than a structured interview have been
encouraged for case study interviews (Yin, 2018). Patton (2015) stated that structured interviews
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allow for greater comparison between the participants because they answer the same questions;
however, the benefit of a fluid interview with participants warrants an interview that allows how
and why to gain further perspective into the participants’ responses. The researcher is seeking
perceptions of the SRO as it relates to the subject of safety within the school.
It should be noted that SROs have a responsibility to provide safety within the confines
of their assigned school while on duty. It would be contrary to the intent and spirit of this
qualitative inquiry to remove the participating SRO from their daily role in providing a safe
school environment for the sake of conducting an extended interview. Therefore, the interviews
will not take place in the school setting while the participant is on duty during hours where
students are in school.
After the interviews were completed, the participants were informed that they may be reengaged if necessary, and an additional interview period might be requested so that any
questions can be answered, or elaborative information provided. This possible re-engagement
may have been due to questions that arise when coding and transcribing or other questions that
arise after processing and synthesizing the information provided by the participants. Each
interview was professionally transcribed directly after each one was completed. The researcher
recorded his own experiences and other personal observations while taking notes in the margins.
The interview transcripts and the notes were analyzed along with the other data sources
collected. The interview questions are listed below in Table 1.
Interview questions one through five are knowledge questions. They elicit factual
information and serve to retrieve background and demographic information from the participants
while also developing rapport between the participants and the interviewer (Patton, 2015).
Additionally, question five presents an inquiry about the duties of a SRO. The specific and core
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responsibilities of a SRO as a law enforcement officer, teacher, and mentor are widely shared
within the reviewed literature (Devlin & Gottfredson, 2018; Wolfe et al, 2017). Question five
assists in establishing the participants’ knowledge of the core expectations of SROs as based
upon the reviewed literature.
Question six through 11 are opinion questions which focus on the SRO’s own view or
how they would define a safe school, what areas are considered when determining the safety of a
school, and a determination of who they feel is primarily responsible for each of these areas.
Feelings of safety and the need for feeling safe are described by Maslow (1943). However, what
a person individually sees as a safe school may vary. Each person within a school will have
different perceptions of school safety (Kutsyuruba et al., 2015). This research seeks to examine
the perceptions of SROs. Their description of the attributes of a safe school are valuable in
showing what areas of emphasis SROs may consider when looking at safety within a school.
Chrusciel et al. (2015) asserted that much focus has been placed on physical security. However,
many other school climate factors can also significantly affect safety on school campuses (Astor,
2010). The SROs are being asked to provide their own opinions and beliefs about these safety
related areas of focus.
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Table 1
Interview Questions
1. Please introduce yourself and anything you would like to share about yourself (age,
family, hometown, family, education, hobbies, etc.)
2. How long you have served in law enforcement?
3. How long you have served as a school resource officer?
4. How you were selected to serve as a school resource officer?
5. Describe your responsibilities as a school resource officer.
6. Describe in detail what you would define as a safe school.
7. List and describe all the safety related topics that must be considered within your
assigned school. Note: This can be issues that you or anyone else may need to
consider.
8. What safety topics and areas do you think are able to be successfully controlled in the
school environment? Prompt: Why do you think these areas are able to be controlled?
9. For each topic able to be controlled, who has the responsibility to address each
specific topic area? What measures have been put in place to successfully address
these areas?
10. What safety topics are challenging and difficult to control or minimize on your school
campus? Prompt: Why are these safety topic areas difficult to control?
11. For each safety topic not able to be controlled, who has the responsibility to address
these areas? What measures, if any, have been put in place to address these areas of
concern?
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12. Describe your relationship with the following groups and discuss each group
individually: school administrators, teachers, support staff members, and students.
13. What topic areas do you consider a threat to the emotional safety of students and staff
within the school, regardless of the actual threat to physical safety? What actions
occur as a result of these events? Explain these areas in detail.
14. What factors contribute to or detract from feeling of emotional safety by students and
staff within the school? Why do these factors have an effect on emotional safety?
15. Describe your views and experiences when students and staff members have felt
unsafe in your school environment. Provide examples if possible.
16. What actions can be taken to provide a reassurance of emotional safety within the
school environment?
17. Describe the overall school climate when there is an active safety issue and describe
the overall school climate when there is no active safety issue.
18. Describe your view and experiences when students and staff members feel safe in the
school environment. Provide examples if possible.
19. Based on your experience and perceptions, describe any actions or procedures (in
detail) you would take to address unmet safety needs in your assigned school and who
would be responsible to perform these actions or procedures.
20. What hinders your job performance as an SRO? Prompt: Explain the reason for your
response.
21. What would you like to share with me about school safety from your perspective as a
school resource officer?
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Question 12 could arguably be considered an opinion question or a feeling question when
considering the descriptions given by Patton (2015) for each type. This question about the SRO’s
perception of their interaction with others within their assigned school is, according to Yin
(2018), a Level One question. However, it begins a larger examination of the school climate and
the issue of relationships between the societal groups within the school setting. Building
relationships is a basic tenet of the positive school climate (Bradshaw et al., 2014). This question
delves into the relationships that SROs have within their assigned schools. Questions 13 through
19 are questions which solicit the SROs experiences and seeks incidents that would be
observable if we were present in this situation (Patton, 2015). Questions also seek to address the
emotional safety within schools in addition to the previous questions about physical safety. Biag
(2014) provides that schools considered to be safe support positive interactions. Conversely,
experiences in school that are a threat to safety will likely contribute to a poor school climate and
may contribute to dropout rates, suspensions, and acts of violence (Kingston et al., 2018). This
also ties in well to the theoretical framework about the ability to achieve higher levels of needs
when lower levels are met (Lyubomirsky et al., 2011).
Question 20 is also a question that solicits the SRO participant’s opinion. This question
examines their opinion of their ability to effectively perform the job they are assigned to
perform. The SROs have remained a central topic in the focus of school safety (Crawford &
Burns, 2016). Their own perceptions of their ability to do their jobs is significant. The slowly
increasing expansion of duties within schools, as reported by Ryan et al. (2018), suggests that an
inquiry should be made to gauge the SROs perception of their ability to adequately perform their
assigned duties.
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Question 21 is not only an open-ended question, but it is a question that opens the door
for the SRO to provide any information about safety within their assigned school that may have
not been considered within the structured questions previously described. McKenna et al. (2016)
reported that SROs feel their main role on campus should be that of a law enforcement officer.
The views and perceptions of SROs about their opinions, feelings, knowledge, and background
are relevant and should be considered even if the question was not structurally presented to them.
Direct Observations
Creswell (2013) noted that observation is a key tool for collecting data. Case studies
usually take place in a real-world setting, which provides an opportunity to observe the case in
its natural setting (Yin, 2018). The opportunity to directly observe SROs while actively engaged
in their duties in school provides this opportunity. I conducted four scheduled observations at
different school locations. These locations were among the schools where the 12 participants
interviewed were assigned to work as an SRO. Participant observation is not considered as the
chosen method of observation due to the risk of potential bias (Yin, 2018). Any participatory
activities or advocacy during the observation period could restrict my ability to accurately
observe and document the activities in the detail required for this project. These observations
were scheduled and took place for a period of four hours within a regular instructional school
day. The observations took place during different times of the school day so all parts of the
school day could be observed. This allowed me as the observer to observe different aspects of
the regular workday and the duties performed by the SROs.
A formal protocol was utilized during the observations, which allowed for cross
comparison and analyses between the six observational field sites (see Appendix A). Field notes
were taken over the course of the direct observational period to indicate time and duration of all
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observed events. The field notes described the events and activities observed during the nonparticipative observation. This included an observational template which allows for recording of
specific areas of focus to be addressed and observed at each site. The site location, participants,
participation level, observations of the physical environment, interaction among and between
participants, and specific observations and activities were included within the template. These
descriptive notes were essentially a summary of what I observed. Additionally, I entered
reflective notes to indicate thoughts and questions that arose from events and activities recorded
within the descriptive notes. The notes, both physical or electronic, were secured in a locked
room and kept in a password protected computer to ensure confidentiality anonymity of the
participants.
Documents/Archival Records
The most important use of documentation in case study research is to corroborate
evidence from other sources (Yin, 2018). Therefore, documents were collected during and after
interviews and observations took place. These documents were collected with the intention to
triangulate the data collected through interviews and observations. Examples of the data to be
collected included both documentation and archival records. Included were school policies
regarding safety and standard operating procedures, annual reports of school systems and
individual schools that reflect academic progress, crime, suspension and expulsion rates, staff
experience, community data, memorandums of agreement between law enforcement agencies
and school systems, and job descriptions for SROs. These documents contained information that
is publicly available from web sites or other documents available upon request. Any information
within these documents that directly or indirectly identifies the participants, school systems, or
sites was removed to ensure the confidentiality of the participants and sites.
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Data Analysis
After the data collection was completed using the methods previously described in this
chapter—interview transcripts, field notes from non-participant observations, and document
analysis—themes that were considered to be similar among the data were sought. Creswell
(2013) suggested that a starting point for data analysis is to “play” with the data (p. 166).
However, the first responsibility is to consider each case individually so justice can be done in
each of those cases (Patton, 2015). Each case must be read and re-read so themes, categories, and
patterns can be identified among cases within this multiple case study. Small pieces of
information were coded, and categories developed as a result. This was done, as Yin (2018)
described, by working data from the ground up. This inductive process involves the forming of
themes and relationships among the cases (Yin, 2018). To do this, the data must first be
organized to accomplish this task (Creswell, 2013). The data collected from the interviews,
observations, and documents was entered in the ATLAS.ti software program. This computerized
software program is designed to identify patterns and commonalities for the data it receives. This
program also assists in keeping a searchable database of collected data. Software has become
more functional and can compare textual and video data (Yin, 2018). Memos can also be
recorded and cataloged when reading and examining the cases for categories, themes, and
patterns. ATLAS.ti assists with locating and grouping data that has been coded and identified
between the cases as a possible pattern or category. The information was described, and codes
and themes were sought and recorded. Emerging patterns of thought were sought during the
coding and categorization process. Yin (2018) listed cross case analysis as a method that could
be used with single or multiple case studies. The integrity of each case was kept while
synthesizing patterns within the cases. Furthermore, the cross-case synthesis may lead to an
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understanding on a higher conceptual plan (Yin, 2018). ATLAS.ti does serve as a valuable tool
to assist in identifying patterns within the data. However, the data should also be studied and
examined further to search for patterns, insights, or promising concepts (Yin, 2018). This
responsibility lies with the researcher.
Trustworthiness of the Study
The trustworthiness of a study is paramount to the acceptance of its findings within the
research community and beyond. A qualitative study must subscribe to the following areas which
serve to provide specific areas of emphasis in which to demonstrate the overall validity of a
study. Triangulation, the process of collecting different forms of data that are corroborative, is
utilized within the study (Creswell, 2013). Construct validity was established through
triangulation by using multiple sources of data (Yin, 2018). Internal validity was achieved by
matching patterns among the cases and addressing any rival explanations. External validity was
established in the determination that the results and findings of this study can be generalized and
replicated (Yin, 2018). Reliability was achieved by following the protocol for case studies and
ensuring a chain of evidence is maintained.
Credibility
The researcher’s subjectivity and bias were acknowledged, and reflexivity was
maintained through the course of the study. Additionally, triangulation provides different ways
of looking at the same phenomenon, which adds to credibility (Patton, 2015). The multiple
sources of data increased the level of confidence to the findings located within the study. The
data sources were triangulated which provided multiple sources from which to collect the
information and to provide a comparative source for the shared experiences and perspectives of
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the participants. Lastly, member checks were completed so that the shared stories and
experiences of the participants will be checked for accuracy.
Dependability and Confirmability
The process of coding was consistent among different interviews. Only one coder was
utilized in the study, thereby assuring uniformity in coding. The member checks and de-briefing
of the participants provided that the information presented directly reflected and represented
what was provided by the participants.
Transferability
A case study that has transferability is able to be replicated by another researcher in
another setting. Themes and patterns were extrapolated from the sources of information, which
were used to apply the data received in this study to the issue of school safety outside of the
location where the study was held, and the information was received. This information was
gleaned from multiple sources. This strengthened the overall validity of the information and
increases its transferability.
Ethical Considerations
Researchers must consider any possible ethical issues that may arise during the course of
the qualitative study (Creswell, 2013). Ethical considerations for this study were paramount and
began in the initial stages of the study, well prior to any data collection or analysis. Prior to any
collection of data, the IRB for the academic institution reviewed and approved the study
(Creswell, 2013). Liberty University IRB approved this study and considered any ethical
concerns therein. The ethical considerations for this study are listed below:
1. The identities of the schools and participants will not be revealed, and pseudonyms
will be used within the study and when reporting the findings. Each participant will
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be provided written consent of information forms to acknowledge their willingness to
participate and their ability to withdrawal at any time in the study.
2. The nature, purpose, and design of the study will be shared with the participants prior
to any collection of data.
3. The researcher will not side with or disagree with the participants during any part of
the data collection process. The information gathered will be strictly based upon their
own perceptions and without influence from the researcher.
4. All findings presented will be an accurate and true reflection of the data collected
from each individual source.
5. All data received in traditional paper form will be scanned and placed in the
researcher’s electronic database. The papers will be immediately destroyed. All
electronic information (questionnaires, interview transcripts, journal, other relevant
documents) will also be stored in the researcher’s electronic database. All information
will be located in an encrypted file and will be inaccessible to other persons.
Summary
The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to examine SROs’ perceptions of
school safety assigned to 12 schools within rural communities located in the southeast region of
the United States. There are three research questions (one primary and two sub-questions) which
serve as a guide and compass for this qualitative research project. The research design focused
upon 12 SROs who are assigned to rural schools in the Southeast. Data collection was conducted
by conducting direct observation, in-depth interviews, and collecting documents and archival
records. The data was then analyzed while ensuring that the research efforts were considered
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trustworthy and that this entire qualitative multiple case study research project was conducted in
an ethical manner.
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CHAPTER FOUR: FINDINGS
Overview
The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to examine SROs’ perceptions of
school safety assigned to 12 schools within rural communities located in the Southeast region of
the United States. All aspects of safety within the schools were the focus of the study and are not
limited to any specific areas of emphasis. Data were collected through participant interviews,
non-participative observations, and through the collection and examination of documents and
artifacts. These sources of data were completely examined to search for themes and patterns that
would capture the participants’ perceptions of school safety.
Research questions were constructed to provide the structural guide to this endeavor. The
central research question examined SROs’ perceptions of regarding the topic of school safety.
Additionally, there were two sub-questions to allow a greater focus into specific areas. The first
sub-question explored the SROs’ perceptions of physical safety in the school environment. The
second sub-question focused on the SROs’ perceptions of emotional safety in the school
environment. The interview questions were designed and presented to the participants with the
intent of gathering information that would provide thick qualitative descriptions to answer the
research central and sub interview questions to contribute toward a greater understanding of the
central phenomenon. The interview participants provided this descriptive information through
the course of their interview processes.
Participants
The multiple case study described herein included 12 participants who provided valuable
data by voluntarily participating in a face-to-face interview. The interview is one of the
previously described data collection methods within this case study. The interview participants
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within this study were the SROs assigned to work in the schools within the three selected
counties. The selected participants were representative of the research sites, which were the 12
schools to which each perspective interview participant was assigned as a school resource
officer. All participants shared their individual perceptions of school safety while considering
both physical and emotional safety as structured by the interview questions asked during the
interviews.
Each participant was provided a pseudonym to protect their identity. Accordingly, the
counties and school sites were also provided pseudonyms since the ability to identify these sites
would provide an almost certain identification of the participants who are assigned to those
specific schools within those counties. The three counties were identified within the study as
Adam, Baker, and Charlie respectively. The four schools within each county are identified by
using the county pseudonym with a number attached (e.g.., Adam 1, Adam 2, Adam 3, Adam 4).
The participants were assigned pseudonyms that began with first letter of the county where their
assigned school was located. The participants consisted of three females and nine males. Two
participants were SROs who also maintained an active supervisory role over other SROs. The
range of experience as an SRO ranged from 1 year to 22 years, which is shown in Table 2.
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Table 2
Participant Demographics

School Resource
Officer
Participant

Race

Sex

Total Years Law
Enforcement
Experience

Total Years
School Resource
Officer
Experience

Abe

Caucasian

Male

12

4

Alan

African American

Male

28

21

Arthur

Native American

Male

23

22

Arnold

African American

Male

27

20

Barbara

Caucasian

Female

2

1

Bradley

Caucasian

Male

12

9

Betty

African American

Female

2

2

Blake

Caucasian

Male

2

1

Connie

Caucasian

Female

18

17

Carter

Caucasian

Male

8

1

Clarence

African American

Male

25

2

Chris

Caucasian

Male

8

5

Abe
Abe is a sheriff’s deputy that has been in law enforcement for 12 years, four of which
have been as an SRO. His previous law enforcement assignments include working on patrol and
being assigned to the Drug Division, where he was previously shot in the line of duty. He is
assigned to Adam 1, a rural middle school. However, the interview revealed that he is also
assigned to three other schools (a middle school and two elementary schools) and spends time

93
between these assigned schools. He is also an active member of the agency’s Special Weapons
and Tactics (SWAT) team. Additionally, he serves as a certified law enforcement instructor and
is a certified trainer for the state’s School Resource Officer Basic Training Course. He provides
SRO training to incoming SROs both in and outside his agency. Abe’s transition into an SRO
stemmed from a desire to have a better schedule to be able to spend more time with his family.
Abe is originally from this local area. A non-participative observation was also conducted with
this participant.
Alan
Alan is a sheriff’s deputy with 28 years of experience in law enforcement. He has served
as an SRO for 21 years. Alan is a military veteran and is also an active member of the agency’s
SWAT team. Like several of the participants, he sees his association with the SWAT team as an
advantage in working as an SRO in the event of an active shooter event.
Alan is assigned as an SRO in Adam 2, a large high school located in a rural area not
within the limits of a municipality. Another SRO is also assigned to this school due to its size.
Alan is a native of the local area and considers this to be an advantage in serving as an SRO.
Adam 2 is a very demographically diverse school where African American, Native American,
Caucasian, and Hispanic students are all well represented within the student population and Alan
believes that having an SRO from the local area is important so as to understand the local
dynamics of the school and the students.
Arthur
Arthur is a sheriff’s deputy with 23 years of experience in law enforcement. Much of his
career has been in the capacity of an SRO as he has been one for 22 years. He worked as a bailiff
for one year and he also had previous experience working in the state correctional system. Arthur
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holds his advanced SRO certification and is currently the one SRO in Adam County with this
certification. I conducted a non-participative observation with this participant. Arthur is assigned
to Adam 3, a vocational school utilized by all six high schools in the county. He is also assigned
to a middle school in the county. Arthur is also an active member of the agency’s SWAT team.
The interview revealed that SWAT members were encouraged to consider becoming SROs,
particularly after the Columbine shooting in 1999.
Arnold
Arnold has served as a sheriff’s deputy for 27 years. Of those years, 20 years have been
in the capacity of an SRO. He was also a jailer and worked in the county jail. He currently serves
as an SRO at Adam 4, a small rural high school located outside the city limits. Arnold also serves
on the SWAT team and is in the position of SWAT Commander. The interview revealed his
strong belief about training and preparation for possible events that may occur within the school.
Arnold’s transition to an SRO was one where he went to his sheriff and requested to become an
SRO after the Columbine shooting. He said he wanted to make a difference and try to stop a
young person from taking a similar path.
Barbara
Barbara is a sheriff’s deputy in Baker County. She has been in law enforcement for two
and a half years and has served as an SRO for one year. She was previously employed in another
county as an SRO in a large high school and just recently began her position in Baker County.
She is currently assigned to Baker 1, a middle school. She is also assigned to two elementary
schools. Her previous county of employment had SROs assigned to only one school, but she
stated there were 25 SROs in her previous county versus 5 in Baker County.
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Barbara has a bachelor’s degree in criminal justice. Prior to being a law enforcement
officer, Barbara was a teacher in a large high school in a neighboring county. She taught criminal
justice classes in the Career and Technical Education curriculum. Her interaction with students
with numerous social issues, behavioral issues, and other challenges led her to make a career
change into law enforcement with the goal of being an SRO.
Bradley
Bradley is a sheriff’s deputy with 12 years of law enforcement experience. He has been
an SRO for nine years. Bradley is assigned as an SRO at Bradley 2, one of the two high schools.
Bradley is a certified law enforcement instructor and primarily serves as a rapid deployment
instructor and a firearms instructor. He is also an active member of the SWAT team for his
agency. Bradley sees this as a huge advantage when assessing the school to determine where the
safety risks are and how to address them. Bradley is a strong advocate of SROs’ ability to play a
role in being a positive role model. There was an example given where a student, who lost her
father at a young age, asked Bradley to stand in as honorary father during her graduation. This
incident was nationally broadcasted on a major new network’s nightly news. He also believes
that he has a responsibility to show law enforcement officers in a positive light and to overcome
stereotypes and perceptions.
Betty
Betty is also with Baker County Sheriff’s Office and has been in law enforcement for
two years. There was a vacancy for an SRO when she began her career, and she began her law
enforcement career as an SRO. Betty is assigned to Baker 3, the largest middle school in the
county. The school is located within the city limits. Betty said that she wanted to be an SRO
because she has a passion for children, particularly those who have been traumatized. She also
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spoke of her experience with trauma as her reason for living in this area was because she was
displaced from Louisiana in 2005 during Hurricane Katrina.
Blake
Blake is a Baker County sheriff’s deputy with two years of experience in law
enforcement. He has been an SRO for one year. He is assigned to Baker 4, a rural middle school.
He is also assigned to an elementary school in a rural area of the county. He was offered an
opportunity to become an SRO and originally accepted it because the work schedule seemed to
be better than being on patrol. However, he had an opportunity to go back to patrol and stayed
because he enjoyed working with and helping children.
Blake’s point of emphasis regarding safety was the physical setup and design of the
schools as well as the training plans for emergencies. He is an advocate for training and for
training to be taken seriously. During the course of the interview, he presented several ideas for
safer schools and seemed to show a vested interest into finding ways to make his schools safer.
Connie
Connie is a sheriff’s deputy in Charlie County. She has been in law enforcement for 18
years, 17 of those as an SRO. She has a supervisory role and supervises other SROs in the
county. She worked in the state correctional system for six years prior to becoming a law
enforcement officer. Connie was the first sworn SRO in the school system in Charlie County. I
also conducted a non-participative observation with this participant.
Connie is assigned to Charlie 1, a small rural high school outside the city limits of a
municipality. She is also assigned to an elementary school. She is originally from this local area
and actually went to high school at the school where she is assigned. She strongly advocated in
having SROs that knew the community, the parents, and the students and felt it was a great
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advantage. She also provided much insight as to the relationships between school staff and the
SRO and the reliance on one another to provide a safe environment.
Carter
Carter is a sheriff’s deputy with 8 years of law enforcement experience. He has
experience working in a police department in a small municipality in a supervisory position. He
worked as a detective, a K-9 officer, and also had a brief stint as an overseas security contractor.
Carter has served as an SRO for one year. Carter is assigned to Charlie 2. I also conducted a nonparticipative observation with this participant. Carter is an active member of the agency’s dive
team and is very active in training in this capacity. Carter’s initial reason for requesting to
become an SRO was to be able to work a schedule that would allow him to spend more time with
his child. He quickly became drawn to helping the other students and mentoring and guiding
them.
Clarence
Clarence is a sheriff’s deputy who has been a law enforcement officer for 25 years. He
has been an SRO on two occasions for a total of two years. He is assigned to Charlie 3, a rural
middle school. He also has been assigned to an elementary school. The first assignment as an
SRO was very early in his career for one year. He was selected to be an SRO the first time but
requested to be in that position this time. Clarence has a bachelor’s degree in Criminal Justice
and served as a detective for 15 years in a previous law enforcement agency.
Chris
Chris is a sheriff’s deputy with eight years in law enforcement. He has been an SRO for
five years. Chris is currently assigned to Charlie 4, a large rural elementary school that has
kindergarten through eighth grade. Chris is the SWAT commander for his agency. He is also a
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highly decorated combat veteran who served eight years in the United States Marine Corps. He
states that he chose to be an SRO for more family time and to make a difference helping kids.
Results
After the multiple sources of data were collected, a close examination of the data was
required so that the results could be presented in a way that provided a thick, rich description of
the inductively collected results. This process occurred through cross-case synthesis. Interviews,
non-participative observations, and documents were closely examined in order to identify
patterns within the data sources, which ultimately led to identifying specific areas of emphasis or
commonalities across cases. This information is considered as codes. These codes were reviewed
and were ultimately grouped into larger themes across the cases. It is the development of these
major themes that allows for cross-case synthesis and facilitates the presentation of the findings
within this chapter. Additionally, the central research question and two sub-questions were also
answered through this same compilation and analyses of the data.
As previously described in Chapter Three, data collected from the interviews,
observations, and documents was entered in the ATLAS.ti software program. This computerized
software program is designed to identify patterns and commonalities for the data it receives. This
program also assists in keeping a searchable database of collected data. ATLAS.ti grouped data
that had been coded and identified between the cases as a possible pattern or category. The
information was described, and codes and themes were recorded. However, the researcher
continued to examine the groups and themed information to further examine and analyze the data
contained within the interviews, observations, and documents.
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Themes
The data collected from the participant interviews, non-participative observations, and
documents were closely examined and analyzed to determine data subject patterns which
ultimately became 43 codes with which to group the data. Further examination of these 43
different codes and the detailed information from the data about perceptions of school safety by
SROs revealed a higher level grouping of the data designated as themes. There were five themes
that resulted from this analysis: Understanding Roles, Relationships, Teamwork, Facilities and
Equipment, and Community Influences. Appendix E outlines the codes derived from the
analyses and the data sources from where they were derived. The themes that resulted from the
analyses of the data are illustrated in Appendix F.
Understanding the Role of School Resource Officer
A common theme among all 12 participants’ interviews was the concept of
understanding the roles of SROs and their responsibilities as it pertains to school safety.
Throughout the course of the interviews, the non-participatory observations, and the examined
documents, this topic was frequently a focal point within each of the data sources. The role SROs
provide was discovered, examined, and well triangulated through the provision of information
among each data source. This theme was geared more to the roles of the SROs, but the interview
and subsequent observations also provided a perspective view of the role of others as it relates to
school safety. This included both clarification of their perceptions of what their role is and
clarification of what their role should not be. There were also descriptions of the difficulties
incurred from others who hold different expectations for the SROs. This theme also included the
participants’ perspective of their path to becoming an SRO.
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Law Enforcement/Safety
The SRO participants provided detailed descriptions of their viewpoints of their
responsibilities as an SRO. Other themes derived from the interviews, observations, and
documents also contained a significant amount of information about the SROs’ responsibilities
and its relation to relationships, teamwork, training, and other influences affecting school safety.
Chris, one of the SRO participants, stated that he felt his responsibility is to provide safety and
security for every person at his assigned school. The simple statement he made was, “Their
safety falls under me.” This inclusive view was a shared view among the interviewed
participants. This simple concept was provided, and deeper descriptions were provided. The
Memorandum of Agreements for each county between the school systems and the law
enforcement agencies that employ the SROs provide a general outline of the SROs’ significant
role in the provision of safety in the school environment. Arthur described the importance of the
responsibilities of an SRO as being the only person on the school campus whose sole
responsibility is to provide safety since others on campus are responsibility for day-to day
operation of the school and providing the instructional curriculum each day. The SRO training
program in North Carolina, provided by one of the participants, enforces this responsibility and
places the physical security of the school as a strong emphasis of the training program.
The primary responsibility discussed within the semi-structured interviews was the
responsibility of being a law enforcement officer. This primary role is also listed as the primary
responsibility within the official lesson plan of the SRO Training Course in North Carolina,
which is used to provide the initial certification training to new SROs. Barbara further provided
an explanation for this when describing a situation that occurred at her assigned school. She
stated:
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I understand that I’m an SRO that answers to the principal. But I’m still a deputy sheriff.
You can literally take me out of school today and put me on the road and I can do the
exact same thing as the others. The only thing that’s different is that I had to go through
an SRO academy and that the school is my assigned patrol area.
Further explanation of this responsibility was well supplemented with examples. Barbara even
provided her perspective of how SROs can benefit other law enforcement officers by stating that
the behaviors observed by some students can be addressed and possibly make it safer for other
law enforcement officers in the future. Providing a safe environment by addressing any physical
altercations, threats, and other disturbances were described within many interviews. Bradley
provided his rationale when discussing incidents of legally charging a student for a criminal act
at school. He supported diverting incidents so they would not be charged if it were possible and
appropriate. When a student (who he referred to as his “babies”) had to be criminally charged, he
said that it was only for the safety of the other 730 students in the school. Parents who came onto
the campus and parents who may have legal custody issues (divorce/custody proceedings, abuse,
neglect, etc.) were also listed. Carter stated that he keeps a log of any students whose
parents/guardians have custody restrictions so he can be aware should a parent or guardian come
to the school who is not allowed to have access to the child. This log was personally observed
during the non-participatory observation period with Carter.
The discussion about SROs’ role as a law enforcement officer also brought forth a
concern with every SRO participant who was interviewed. The primary concern involved having
a conflicting viewpoint with a school administrator, usually a principal, about either taking or not
taking legal action against a student. Abe explained that although the principal controls the
school, they should not be in control of deciding if any legal action is taken against a student.
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Abe continued by stating that he alone was the law enforcement officer who was authorized to
make those decisions and that an SRO should not take direction from a school official when
making a legal decision. During the observation period, a situation arose whereby Abe had to
make a decision not to become involved because it was a school rule violation and not a criminal
act. Similar statements and examples of this were echoed by each and every SRO within each
structured interview.
The other issue brought forth by each participant was the expectation of the SRO to have
other responsibilities not specific to what they perceived as their prescribed duties. One common
example was being assigned to monitor and watch a specific area of the school, such as the
cafeteria. Blake responded by saying, “I’ll do whatever I can to help. But I can’t be assigned to
stay in one location like teachers are to monitor kids. I’m responsible for the safety of this entire
campus. I can’t be restricted to an area.”
Each of the individual school systems in Adam, Baker, and Charlie Counties have a
Memorandum of Agreement (MOA) that is agreed upon and signed by the school district
administration and the sheriff of the county. These documents outline the duties of the SRO. The
MOAs are also supported as a necessary document within the SRO certified training program.
Additionally, there is verbiage in the documents that provide guidance about separating the SRO
from duties such as enforcing school disciplinary issues and being placed on duty in specific
places within the school. While each of the MOAs does not prohibit any legal charges being
filed, it does encourage using discretion in the school system by stating the following:
The SRO, working cooperatively with the school administration, will endeavor to avoid
arrest and criminal involvement for misdemeanor activity. Certain offenses (felonies),
such as sex offenses, weapons offenses, and any offenses of violence, will normally
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require a filing of charges in consultation with school officials, but should be evaluated
on a cases-by-case basis. The SROs powers to arrest will be governed by the North
Carolina Revised Code.
The second main SRO responsibility discussed by the participants was mentoring or
counseling students as needed. This responsibility is also one of the main responsibilities cited
within the formal SRO training lesson plan. The discussion of this responsibility seemed to be a
better fit and is included within the next theme category of Relationships.
Controlling Access
The most discussed and described duty by the participants was controlling access into the
school buildings and school grounds. This was a major point of emphasis from each SRO in
every interview. Much of the participants’ conversations about controlling access into the school
would transition into school shooter incidents around the country and the effort to ensure their
assigned school did not have an easily accessible way for a potential school shooter to come onto
campus and into the school building. Further preparation for possible high-profile incidents such
as school shootings were discussed and are included within the theme of Training.
The participants all reported concerns with an outsider’s ability to access their school.
Although access into the schools was a concern voiced from each participant, their specific
description and circumstances were completely individual to their specific viewpoint and the
design, location, and ease of access withing their assigned schools. Connie is assigned to a high
school with a large geographic area that encompasses athletic facilities and fields, fieldhouses,
and other occupied buildings outside the main student area. In observing the participant, there
was substantial time taken to travel to the different areas in the school. She also believed that it
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was important to be seen around the outside of the school to discourage any bad actors from
coming onto campus.
Carter also spent much time discussing controlling access into the school as a major
consistent duty. He stated, “All it takes is for a student, a teacher, or a custodian to prop open a
door. That’s why I have to stay vigilant.” Several SROs provided an illustrated layout of their
school to show the difficulties they encountered with controlling access and the number of
possible entry ways into the schools. Older school buildings not designed for restricted entry
were discussed within several of the interviews.
Becoming a School Resource Officer
In seeking to understand the roles of the SRO participants, each participant also discussed
the path taken to become an SRO as well as perspective about what attributes are needed to be an
effective SRO. Several of the participants had significant experience in other law enforcement
specialty areas prior to becoming an SRO. Abe spent a significant part of his career in a drug unit
and conducted investigations to combat drugs. Clarence worked as a major crimes detective for
over 15 years before coming into his SRO assignment. However, there were a number of SROs
who had either a brief stint on patrol before becoming an SRO or were assigned as an SRO
during their first law enforcement assignment. Connie spoke about the importance of choosing to
be an SRO rather than being assigned as an SRO. She stated:
We used to have an SRO who was assigned but didn't want to be at school. And he told
me he didn’t want to do it. If you put people there that don't want to be there, you're not
going to get the officer that you need at that school. The kids are not going to interact
with them, because they're not going to get to know those kids, right?
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Betty’s viewpoint was that an SRO had to have a passion for kids to be an effective SRO.
She continued by saying that, even though discipline and respect should be taught in the home, it
can also start in the school system. She wants to make sure she contributes to helping the
students learn how to interact with others to help prepare them for their future.
Relationships
The second theme revealed through the coding process is the subject of relationships.
This theme was broadly used as the SRO participants provided much perspective about the
importance of several types of relationships. The SROs also elaborated about how the described
relationships contributed to school safety. The types of relationships were the SROs’
relationships with students, teachers, and school administrators. The examples provided within
these interviews, both positive and negative, provide a collective reflection about these
relationships as they relate and contribute to safety within their assigned schools.
One of the common points made by the SROs was the importance of allowing time for
them to learn about the students, teachers, and administrators by not changing SRO school
assignments each year. Connie went further by saying,
It’s almost a punishment when you’re switched. You have to start over learning about the
kids and the staff. It’s a disservice to the school. The kids also get used to the same
person being there for them. It takes time for them to learn to trust us and open up.
During the observation, Connie’s familiarity with the students she came into contact with was
evident. Her dialogue with the teachers and students indicated her level of comfort and
familiarity with staff and students.
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Students
As it may be an obvious assertion that students are the main focal point when considering
school safety, the theme of relationships included much insight and perspective about the
importance of establishing good relationships between SROs and students. During the interview,
Alan stated that he tries to learn every student’s name and says he believes it makes a difference.
Arthur went further by saying, “You need to learn about the kids at school. Get to know them
and let them get to know you because they’ll make up their own mind about how you are if you
don’t show them who you really are.”
A number of the SRO participants brought forth the subject of community policing when
speaking about their role as SROs. Clarence said that the concept of community policing is really
part of what an SRO should be doing. He said that the schools are really a small community of
their own, so it only makes sense to do that. Alan added the concept of being invested in the
school and community. He believes that the investment as an SRO in the community can
improve one’s success and increase levels of trust between the SROs and students. An example
was also given from a vocational-based school that teaches classes to students from many of the
high schools within the county. The need to know about relationships and issues between
students from different high schools and peer groups requires relationships with these students to
be able to be knowledgeable about these possible issues. Carter spoke about communication by
stating that students have their own channels of communication among them that others may not
realize.
Another specific topic area was a desire for students to know that their respective schools
are safe and that the SROs are there to ensure their safety. Carter stated that he wants to remove
whatever is stressful for them and wants school to be their safe space. Almost all of the SRO
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interview participants strive to help the students feel they are safe at school. During the
observation, Carter was observed guiding students into the school off the bus and greeting them
as they came into the school. Bradley said he wants them to know that he’s “going to take care of
business and make sure everyone is safe.” Connie responded by saying that keeping the school
safe meant that the students could come to school without being worried or uneasy, that they
could travel from class to class without any fear, and that they could go home without any
worries.
Several SROs mentioned concern with the home environments of many of the kids and
that school should be one place where they should feel safe. Carter stated that there were many
“gray” areas outside of their training where they could do things to provide a greater level of
security. Barbara mentioned the importance of forming relationships with the kids who are “not
on the radar”, meaning either they are not outgoing or involved in activities or they do not get
into trouble.
Chris brought forth a concern about relationships with students by saying,
Today’s kids are being persuaded by many that law enforcement officers are not there to
help them. So we’re having to fight against what is being said by trying our best to show
that it’s not true. We all have to become more and more community oriented.
This viewpoint was shared by several others and there was significant concern that students’
perceptions of their SRO and law enforcement in general was affected by negative societal
perceptions of law enforcement. Mike further solidified the point by stating, “We want to show
ourselves as a person, not a machine or a part of the system.”
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Principals
Relationships between principals and SROs was an interview topic that provided much
conversation and discussed relationships with school principals at each end of the relationship
spectrum, both positive and negative. These perceptions, as provided by the SROs, were
supplemented with examples to provide a better understanding of their views. The structured
interviews produced substantial material about principals as it relates to understanding an SRO’s
role. Each participant provided positive remarks about the importance of having positive and
professional working relationships with the principals. Carter felt the relationship between school
administrators and SROs could be productive as long as there is communication about the issues
and needs within the school, even if there was occasional disagreement. Barbara feels
communication is important between principals and SROs because there are so many things that
may happen at school during the day and any concerns should be shared between the two. Carter
discussed the willingness of administrators to consider input from SROs. He has experienced an
administrator that was willing to consider input regarding safety issues. In contrast, he has also
had an administrator who did not allow input with safety concerns voiced to him and spoke about
how difficult it was to work in an environment with limited communication.
Connie stated there seemed to be a recurring lack of clarity about SROs’ responsibilities
from principals as to whether SROs work with the school administration or whether SROs work
for school administrators. She has had several incidents that occurred at school where she was
directed by an administrator to do something regarding a legal matter where the administrator
had no authority to make that decision and said that she has had to remind the administrator of
her role when those incidents occur. Barbara provided that there had been several instances
where she was reminded that the school system provides the funds to pay for the SROs and thus
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the SROs need to abide by the wishes of the assigned school administrators. The SRO training
program, which was examined by the researcher, contains guidance and shows an example of a
MOA which specifically gives the SROs the ability to make the decision with legal issues
occurring in the school, although it does prescribe notifying the principal of any instance that
occurs.
Another concern about the SROs’ perceptions of the relationships with principals
involves the principal providing assignments for SROs to be in certain places within the school
on a regular basis. One example of this would be being assigned to the cafeteria during lunch.
Carter spoke to this and his concerns about “being assigned to cafeteria duty.” He discussed the
location of the cafeteria and the inability to get to other areas of campus, which was seen during
the observation. He also mentioned the issue of not adhering to any type of schedule that could
be discovered, and some type of negative action take place during that time. “It’s not just about
someone coming in from the outside, it can come from within the school too. And if someone in
the school know I’m always in the cafeteria at a certain time, that would be the time to do
something somewhere else in the school,” he added.
Teachers
Each SRO interviewed discussed the importance of having good relationships with
teachers. Carter said he tries to make them comfortable around him because he wants them to be
willing to talk freely with him. He states they have a mutual interest in helping these kids and
that they need to work together to help them. Barbara mentioned she has personal friendships
with several teachers at her assigned school. She said, “I mean, that’s who you view as your coworkers. Yes, I have co-workers at the sheriff’s office, but I see those teachers every day.” She
added that SROs need to take the time to listen to the teachers. She did mention some may call
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them to come and address things that are not safety concerns or law violations but that it helps to
listen to show that they want to help.
Arthur brought forth a concern that an SRO’s relationship with a teacher may sometimes
depend upon how they react to a situation or incident they report. He stated,
Some teachers might not have a good relationship with you because they think you’re not
doing your job. I’ve gotten that a couple of times, but I just try to explain why I took the
action I did or why I didn’t take any action. Sometimes it’s a kid breaking a school rule,
but we’re expected to treat them like they committed a serious crime.
He concluded by saying that this can be minimized if SROs take time to educate teachers and
other staff members about the decisions that are made. Several SROs spoke about many teachers
having different perspectives about safety. Carter added to this topic by saying, “We just see
things differently. Because of my training and experience, I see security issues differently than
they do.” Chris spoke of circumstances where the teachers in his assigned school would prop
open doors for ease of access through doors that automatically locked, which he considered to be
a huge safety concern. He listed the difficult task of keeping schools secure and how one person
could jeopardize the safety of everyone by not following safety rules in the schools. Carter does
not feel these types of acts are intentional. He states their minds are on teaching and other things
that may divert their attention away from safety. However, he acknowledges his focus and
primary obligation is safety. Arnold stated he always tries to assure teachers of their safety. He
states, “I don’t necessarily let them know about every concern. If they don’t feel safe, they won’t
help to make the kids feel safe.”
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Teamwork
The concept of teamwork was the third theme that resulted from the coding process. This
theme was easily deduced, even as the interviews were taking place. Each SRO spoke about
teamwork and the importance of combined efforts by all involved to help keep schools as safe as
possible. When asked, Carter replied, “Every single person on this campus is responsible for our
safety. That responsibility even goes down to my little pre-teens in this school.” The SROs rely
on assistance to keep the school safe. During the interview, Alan was emphatic that an SRO
cannot cover the entire school. He said he has to rely on teachers and even students to help and to
keep their eyes open. However, he said they have to do their part and that means communicating
what they see. Barbara stated, “Teachers are our number one resource when something happens.
They know the kids better than we do and hear things that we don’t get to hear.” Safety plans,
which included state level forms and local safety plans that outlined responses to numerous
safety related incidents, were very inclusive and prescribed responsibilities for school
administrators, other staff placed in supervisory roles during safety incidents, and teachers within
the classrooms.
Blake added to this theme area by saying it is important to make sure everyone is on the
same page with protocols and that there should be more drills and practices to ensure everyone
knows their responsibilities. He went to say, “This is not just a dangerous person; it might be a
tornado or a fire. It’s the teachers who need to know what to do so they can make sure the kids
are doing what they need to do when these things happen.” Several SRO participants provided
safety action plans for different incident scenarios, which listed responsible parties for different
needed tasks during the course of an emergency situation. b
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Chris was honest with his concerns about a school being safe. He said, “To me, a safe
school is one inside a bubble and that’s not what I have. But there are steps you can take to deter
something from happening.” He went on to discuss how school administrators and teachers have
to take an active part and to stay vigilant. He states there is no way he can do it by himself even
though he feels that is what some expect of him. Abe added to this line of thought by saying that
there is no way he can be in 44 places at the same time. He also stated everyone needed to play
their part but not exclude others from the process. Betty mentioned that information sharing was
also part of teamwork. She gave examples of school shooting incidents and said,
You can go back and find out that, you know, 100 students knew about the situation
before it happened or knew that this kid had problems. But they didn’t want to snitch and
that’s a real problem. Or a parent didn’t do something about their kid who refused to take
their medication and was having outbursts. That’s a problem too.
Bradley added to this same point and was concerned about parents who are either oblivious or
who overlook issues. He added that parents should be made aware of concerns before incidents
happen instead of not wanting to offend them.
Abe mentioned another way to work together is for school officials to work to be more
preventative and find ways to address issues before incident occurs. Carter brought forth the
following thought: “Safety is one of the highest priorities you can have. You’re not going to
learn or develop or do anything else unless you feel safe.” Abe feels he is responsible for their
physical safety, but that administrators and others need to come up with ways to address many of
the things that can lead to an unsafe school. He specifically listed mental health issues with
students and bullying as areas that administrators need to be aware of before incidents happen.
The SRO training certification program does contain a training block about mental health needs
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with students and identification of mental health needs; however, it guides the officers to contact
mental health officials. Abe stated,
I’m not a counselor. I can talk to students but there are people in the school system that
are trained counselors. We need to work together to fix some of these things. There are
prevention education programs that could help. But this is not something I can’t do on my
own.
Connie brought forth a concern about the need for teachers not to escalate situations that
can lead to incidents. She said, “I feel like I’m a referee at times. There are good teachers out
there, but some of these kids just push their buttons.” She emphasized staying calm is one way to
help keep schools safer and added that teachers have a primary responsibility to teach but there
still should be a shared mission of safety for everyone.
Facilities and Equipment
The fourth theme was developed as SROs discussed the necessary actions to keep their
schools physically safe. Within these interviews, discussions included conversations about the
school buildings and related safety equipment. This included specific concerns about the
dynamics of school buildings that could affect school safety as well as equipment that could
provide more a safer school environment.
Layout and Design of Schools
The concern about the school layouts was a common safety concern among the SRO
participants. Arthur felt one of the things that they can least control in keeping a school campus
safe is the design and location of the school itself. This includes blind spots, traffic safety,
controlling access to enter the building, and many other issues. Blake showed much concern
about the design of the schools and how safety of students and possible dangers were not
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considered with older schools that are still used; however, he also believes that recently built
schools were designed more for looks and not for security. Abe mentioned the difficulty of law
enforcement response teams and the difficulty they face simply because most school designs and
layouts are not the same. The non-participatory observations revealed the vast differences in the
schools and their layouts, ability to restrict access to the buildings and on campus, and the
varying ages of these schools.
Lack of Equipment
The lack of needed equipment or safety providing a suitable and safe learning
environment was a widespread area of concern across the majority of the structured interview.
Chris states he does not restrict access across his campus because his electronic access card does
not work with all the electronic locks on the doors in the school. During the day of the interview,
this was personally observed whereby Chris was unable to enter a door which provided the most
direct and quickest route to another area of the school. As a SWAT member, he also expressed
concern that the SWAT or special operations team would not be able to gain immediate access to
the building and would have to break windows to enter. Chris showed concern about the layout
of his assigned school and the ability to be able to provide security given the number of doors
and the lack of cameras to be able to observe multiple areas of the school simultaneously. All but
one SRO brought these same concerns to light during their interview. Betty stated that SROs are
not given the same equipment to help keep schools safe because all schools do not have cameras.
She added that her assigned school is located near two major highways, has no cameras, and
many ways to access the campus. Abe added to this by saying that his school administrators have
access to cameras and even some students can use school supplied computer tablets and access
some camera feeds. However, he has no ability to monitor the campus using those cameras. He
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said, “I can look in two directions. But being able to look at the cameras is like looking in 15
different places at one time, which is much better.” During the observation, there were cameras
placed on the school campus; however, Abe’s access to the cameras was by looking at the
monitors located in the principal’s office. The principal was not in the office at the time. Abe
also listed cameras as something that can help identify those who are causing trouble in school.
He said it also can be used as evidence for criminal acts that occur at school and on school buses
since students are often hesitant to identify those who commit those acts.
Cameras
Each SRO participant listed cameras in their schools as a useful tool to be able to observe
different areas on the school campus. While some of the SROs did have what they believed to be
sufficient camera coverage in their schools, several did not feel that the coverage was adequate.
Arthur remarked that cameras are extremely important in areas where there are blind spots and in
areas where access can be gained into the school from a remote area of the school. He provided a
copy of the school layout and showed the location of the cameras on campus. Each SRO,
regardless of whether cameras were in their schools, listed specific places where they would like
to have cameras. Much sentiment was based on the inability to be in several places at once and
that cameras could be another way to help.
Community Influences
The fifth and final theme became evident as the codes derived from the interviews
showed outside influences as a recurring topic as the SRO participants spoke about their
perceptions of safety within their assigned schools. This theme encompassed anything that the
SROs considered to have an actual or possible effect on the school’s safety. However, the SROs
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held the perception that there was little or no control to change these issues because they
originated or exist outside the walls of their assigned school.
Assignment of Multiple Work Sites
Additionally, 5 of the 12 SRO participants were assigned to multiple schools. Each one of
these SROs listed concerns about their responsibilities to provide safety for more than one
school. Connie stated there have been multiple instances where she was called to assist with a
safety concern in one school when she was physically at the other assigned school. She has had
to request that deputies who may be patrolling that area to assist. Although there have been no
serious incidents, she is concerned it could happen while she is not there. Abe also gave an
example of a man on the school campus and sitting in the cafeteria with students during lunch
while he was at another of his assigned schools.
Social Media Influence
Social media was a conversational topic during each SRO participants’ interview. Each
school system’s disciplinary policies outline the appropriate use of social media and the students’
responsibility not to threaten or harass others while also adding criteria about improper usage of
inappropriate pictures or messages. Blake stated that even though social media is something that
is not a part of the school, there are a lot of things that go on within social media that affect
safety in the schools. He particularly mentioned bullying as something that happens regularly on
social media and that arguments that start on the internet sometimes work their way into the
schools. He also mentioned those are the types of things that make many students who are
bullied feel unsafe because teachers and SROs may not be aware of these threats. Abe mentioned
that students who see many other violent events take place may also threaten to imitate those acts
within their own schools and that this causes an undercurrent of fear with the students. Alan said,
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“Kids are all about ‘likes’ and ‘status’. If they get a ‘dislike’, they consider it trash talking and
they react to it.” Barbara added the concern that she does not believe that parents are paying
attention to what their kids are doing on social media.
Arthur provided another point about how many confrontations begin online and that
students may actually plan to fight at school. Arthur feels that there is no way for him to be able
to control it. He said, “How do you stay on top of that other than just rely on another student to
tell you about these things? They might not tell me, but they may tell another student. And
hopefully that student may tell what’s going on.”
Answers to Research Questions
The research questions listed below were developed and literature and resources that had
relevance to these questions were sought and examined. The central research question sought to
bring forth the perceptions of school safety held by school resource officers. The sub-questions
delved deeper within this inquiry to categorize these perceptions of safety into physical safety
and emotional safety. These questions were answered after collection, analyzing, grouping, and
coding the data. This process led to the five themes within this chapter, which provided the
mechanism to answer the central research question and sub-questions. The central research
question was as follows:
Central Research Question
What are the perceptions of SROs located in rural schools in the Southeastern United
States regarding the topic of school safety?
The central research question was answered by providing a comprehensive compilation
of the research findings regarding the two sub-questions, which effectively bifurcated the
perceptions of SROs in rural schools regarding the topic of school of safety.
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Sub-question One
What are the perceptions of SROs regarding the physical safety of the school
environment?
The SROs understand the importance of their roles within the schools and elaborated
upon this in their descriptions of their duties and responsibilities. The SROs see the provision of
physical safety within the schools as their primary responsibility and chief role. Chris, one of the
SRO participants, stated he feels his responsibility is to provide safety and security for every
person at his assigned school. His statement was simply, “Their safety falls under me.” Each
SRO mentioned the possibility of school shootings and other violent acts that have occurred
around the nation. However, they also mentioned possible internal physical safety concerns, to
include physical assaults by students, traffic, fire, and tornado and other natural risks. The SRO
participants brought forth some concerns that others within the school environment (school
administrators, teachers, students, etc.) may not realize the true role of the SRO, but they may
possess their own views of what SROs’ roles should be in contributing to physical safety within
the schools. The SROs spoke about many teachers having different perspectives about safety.
Carter added to this topic by saying, “We just see things differently. Because of my training and
experience, I see security issues differently than they do.” There was widespread concern with an
expectation to act in a school administrative capacity by enforcing school rules and policies,
even when no physical safety issue was present. A lack of clarity about SROs’ duties and their
adherence to operating under their MOAs seemed to result in views that SROs were under the
direction of school administrators and could be utilized as such. Connie stated that she would do
anything to work with the principal but made it clear that I do not work for him. Each SRO
explained how important it was for them to be able to perform the duties they were assigned. The
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SROs spoke to many specific duties they have on campus, much of which involves the physical
security of the campus. Each considered it a challenge to be able to effectively keep their school
property and outlying grounds from being able to be entered without permission. The importance
of working together to ensure this task was consistently mentioned. Carter stated, “All it takes is
for a student, a teacher, or a custodian to prop open a door. That’s why I have to stay vigilant.”
He did not think the behavior is intentional; rather, he felt their focus is on their other duties at
school.
Relationships were thought to be important in providing the physical safety of the school
and strengthening the emotional safety. The importance of relationships with school
administrators and teachers’ ability and willingness to communicate with SROs about safety
issues was thought to be vital. This same thought process was brought forth when discussing
relationships with students. Students can assist SROs in keeping schools safer by providing
information that only they may know about. Carter stated, “Every single person on this campus
is responsible for our safety. That responsibility even goes down to my little pre-teens in this
school.”
The theme of teamwork was constantly mentioned as a huge part of keeping a school
safe. This included physical safety as teachers could assist with controlling access onto campus.
Specifically, teachers could assist in restricting access into school buildings. This could include
being observant for these incidents as well as being responsible by utilizing entrances that are
meant to be locked. The SROs mentioned the difficulty in being able to cover the entire grounds
and emphasized the need for other means to be able to ensure this large part of ensuring the
physical safety of their school campuses. Abe spoke about cameras and their value in being able
to observe more areas of campus. Another area of teamwork mentioned was the need for school
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officials to work more in prevention areas such as bullying, mental health needs, and other
things. The importance of students also taking an active role in helping with safety issues was
also mentioned by the SROs interviewed. There was also an emphasis in making sure that all at
school knew their responsibilities in the event of a safety incident. The ability to have a
completely safe school was described as having to place a school “inside a bubble”, according to
Chris. However, he does believe there are steps that can be taken to keep many incidents from
taking place. Parents were also listed as having a responsibility to keep schools safe by ensuring
their own child did not have issues or problems that could lead to school safety incidents.
Parents, school administrators, and teachers also need to be more aware of bullying issues and
mental health crises and take actions to address them instead of waiting for an outburst that risks
the safety of students within the schools.
Physical safety concerns also exist because of perceptions that there are issues that are
controlled outside of the school that may have an effect. The lack of needed equipment and
having to provide school safety in schools with school layouts that are not safety conscious.
Many of the SROs were also responsible for multiple schools or were supervisors who had to
assist and supervise other SROs while still being required to provide safety within their own
assigned school. Social media was also listed as an issue as many fights and altercations that
occur at school did not originate on school grounds. Many issues and disagreements may have
already been started through social media and are therefore not usually known to SROs, teachers,
and administrators until an incident occurs at school.
Sub-question Two
What are the perceptions of SROs regarding emotional safety within the school
environment?
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Perceptions of emotional safety within the school environment was the focus of the
second sub-question. The SROs’ perceptions begin by the SROs acknowledging their
responsibility in keeping their assigned schools safe. Carter stated, “You’re not going to learn or
develop or do anything else unless you feel safe.” Each SRO provided their own reasons for
wanting to be an SRO and that they understood its importance. Bradley referred to the students
as his babies when referring to his responsibility to keep his school safe.
Each SRO mentioned the need for school administrators and teachers to take part in
ensuring that schools were safe. Abe feels he is responsible for physical safety; however, the
school officials need to work to help students feel that their environment is safe. Addressing
bullying appropriately was mentioned as a mechanism to increase feeling of safety. Perceptions
of feeling safe were also discussed when concerns came forth about teachers’ needs to consider
helping keep others safe as a significant part of their responsibilities as this was not thought to be
the case. The SROs’ main responsibility was considered to be controlling access and entry into
the school building. Connie said she wanted to allow students the opportunity to feel safe on the
school campus and to go anywhere on campus without worrying. Cameras were also discussed
by the SROs as being necessary to help ensure school safety. The ability to monitor areas where
incidents may occur were thought to help teachers and students feel safer.
Relationships were consistently mentioned as something that contributed to school safety.
The SROs discussed their relationships with the students and the value of those relationships.
Connie stated students who feel comfortable with an SRO will be more likely to share safety
issues that are taking place within the school. Clarence added that being an SRO in school was
like the concept of community policing in that building relationships would help keep the
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neighborhoods safer. Overcoming some negative perceptions of law enforcement was something
that several of the SROs saw as a way to build trust between SROs and students.
The SRO participants voiced the importance of trying to remove worry and stress about
safety from the students. Bradley stated he wants them to know he is going to make sure
everyone is safe. Barbara mentioned her practice of reaching out to kids who are not involved in
activities and are unknown at school. Several SROs mentioned that many students’ home
environments were not safe, and that school should definitely be the one place where they should
be able to feel safe.
Teachers’ feelings of safety were discussed within the sets of interviews. Many SROs
discussed the importance of the teachers’ feelings of being safe. Arnold added that teachers who
feel safe will help students to feel safe. Helping teachers and students know what to do in case of
an emergency was mentioned as well to help ease worries about school safety; although, there
was significant concern about this being an actuality within the schools.
Social media has also affected feelings about being safe at school. The SROs discussed
the difficulty in knowing about the disagreements, bullying, and other confrontational situations
beforehand and that these issues that started elsewhere are at risk of coming out at school in the
form of an assault, a fight, argument, or other incident. Bullying, both in-person and through
social media, was discussed as a significant issue with students that may not feel safe. The
difficulty is that bullying itself is hard to address because it is difficult for SROs to address. It is
only when some type of threat or physical encounter occurs that SROs can take action.
Summary
This chapter presented the findings of the participant interviews of 12 school resource
officers assigned to rural schools in the Southeastern United States. School building layouts,
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Memorandums of Agreement, school resource officer training documents were reviewed before,
during, and after the identification of themes, and non-participative observations were also
meshed into the findings. The participant interviews, observations, within-case and cross case
analyses, and inspection of documents provided these perceptions discussed within this chapter.
This qualitative multiple case study was intended to retrieve the perceptions of school safety
from these SROs in looking through the different lenses of physical safety and emotional safety.
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION
Overview
The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to examine SROs’ perceptions of
school safety assigned to 12 schools within rural communities located in the Southeast region of
the United States. School safety was examined through the lenses of both perceptions of physical
safety as well as perceptions of emotional safety. School safety issues have been a long-standing
societal topic and point of interest, largely due to high profile incidents such as the school
shootings at Columbine, CO and Parkland, FL. In addition to school shootings that have attracted
national attention, all topic areas regarding school safety were examined as was the different
topic areas of school safety. This study has considered the current literature about many topics
that affect school safety. Additionally, the perceptions of the 12 SRO participants within this
study were collected through structured in-person interviews and the data collected was grouped
into themes. Non-participative observations were conducted with SROs. Documents pertaining
to school safety were collected and examined. As a result of the collection and analyzing of the
data, this study provides a substantial contribution in relevant literature which enables school
system administrators and employees, law enforcement agencies, and other stakeholders to view
school safety issues through a different lens in the continual quest to improve school safety.
This chapter also provides a summary of the study’s findings, which will be centralized
around the research questions that have guided this study in its entirety. The study’s findings are
discussed with emphasis on the implications of current literature and theory. Other topics
discussed within this chapter are the study’s implications through methodological and practical
scopes, delimitations and limitations of the study, and recommendations for future research
regarding school safety.
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Summary of Findings
The findings of this study were the result of the collection and close examination of the
data sources. The individual interviews from the participants, observations, and documents were
closely examined and cross-case analyses were conducted across each case. These sources were
scrutinized to find patterns and commonalities, which led to codes and themes which provide
structure for the findings within this chapter. The themes that developed from this process were
Understanding Roles, Relationships, Teamwork, Facilities and Equipment, and Community
Influences. As a result, this study provided the perceptions of the school resource officers who
agreed to participate in this study.
Literature Discussion
Theoretical Literature Discussion
The findings of this study provide the opportunity to discuss the areas where the study’s
findings may corroborate with the previous research as it relates to the theoretical literature
within Chapter Two. The theoretical framework for this study was based on Maslow’s hierarchy
of needs. As previously discussed, Maslow’s hierarchy of needs asserts that the needs of a person
are structured so that a person’s primary lower level needs (physiological, safety/security, and
belongingness) must be satisfied before higher level needs (esteem and self-actualization) are
realized (Maslow, 1943). The central research and sub-questions of this study are centered
around perceptions of physical and emotional safety, which would be considered a primary need
just one level above basic physiological needs. The interviews with the SRO participants and
their responses to the structured interview questions quickly established the absolute and
essential need for those within their assigned schools to be safe. This non-negotiable need for a
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safe environment was explained as the SRO participants provided substantial information about
the many different safety consideration areas as well as issues that affect safety within their
school settings. School settings that are considered disorderly will be unlikely to achieve its
education achievement goals (Kutsyuruba et al., 2015; Mears et al., 2018). This further speaks
that learning and self-actualization will not be fully sought until one of the basic tenets of the
hierarchy, safety, and security, is achieved.
As these interviews progressed, the need for safety and security for the school to operate
effectively was easily realized. Disruptions and safety issues, real or perceived, affect how
teachers teach, how students learn, and how teachers and students interact. Even as the teaching
and learning process may be taking place, this process stops immediately when there are safety
concerns. The circumstances described by the SROs and the effects of these circumstances speak
specifically to this. This is particularly representative of Maslow’s (1943) observation that, even
as higher levels of the hierarchy are being sought, one can drop to a lower level of the hierarchy
of one of the primary needs are no longer met. The participant interviews, non-participative
observations, and other documents clearly show the unwavering agreement between SROs,
school administrators, teachers, and students that school safety is a need that should come before
all others within these schools. The area where the perceptions of SROs may differ is what
constitutes this safety, how to achieve the goals, and who is responsible for achieving this.
Each SRO provided their own account of wanting to ensure that students felt safe.
Additionally, each discussed the importance of relationships with the students. There was also
additional emphasis placed on students who seemed not to be socially engaged within the school
environment. Connie shared an example of allowing kids to come into her office anytime to talk
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about anything. Barbara reported being able to identify kids who seemed socially unattached at
school and making an extra effort to talk to them.
The highest level of Maslow’s hierarchy is self-actualization, where people work on
growth and development (Gobin et al., 2012). This is the level where students are able to learn
and grow within their school environment. Maslow (1954) stated the goal of learning should be
self-actualization and that educational systems should help students toward this goal; however,
criticism exists as to whether these educational systems supply students with the opportunity for
self-actualization. In the context of this study, several of the SROs shared concerns that safety
issues may not allow all students to reach this end goal, which allows students to feel safe so
they could go to school for the intended purpose of school—learning. However, the expectation
still remains for students to realize academic achievement without consideration of them meeting
lower levels of the hierarchy (Gobin et al., 2012). This could likely be observed in the occasional
expectations of school administrators for SROs to enforce school disciplinary issues. The source
of the initial action may not be considered, which may include more primary need levels within
the hierarchy, such as deficient physiological needs or concerns for safety and security. These
unmet needs can interfere with the learning process as level one needs must be met before
another can also be realized (Noltmeyer et al., 2012).
Discussion of Related Literature
Crawford and Burns (2016) shared that school safety is a central expectation within
society. This statement can be no more accurate within SROs’ perception of school safety within
their assigned schools. The basic premise of safety has been shown through the entire data
collection process and analyses to be the SROs’ main intended function as well as their own
main objective. This includes safety in all aspects of the school environment. Biag (2014) and
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Ewton (2014) contend that safe schools support the ability for students to learn and promote
positive interactions with teachers and their peers. Several examples were provided from the
SRO participants about safety-related incidents within the schools having effects on these
positive interactions. Conversely, examples were also provided whereby negative interactions
and strained, or non-existent teacher-student relationships were the prime factor in the incident’s
origin.
Acts of Mass Violence in Schools
School shootings, although a rare occurrence, have changed the societal perceptions of
school safety and have raised expectations for school violence to be addressed (Crawford &
Burns, 2016; Ewton, 2014). Each SRO participant interviewed provided significant input during
their respective interviews about their individual perceptions about protecting their schools from
a possible mass violence incident. A review of the NC School Resource Officer training
documents showed approximately 10% of their initial training encompasses critical incidents and
reactions to these incidents. However, the SROs provided significant information about
protecting their schools from mass violence incidents. Protecting their school from outside
threats was quickly recognized as a major duty which encompassed much of their attention.
Controlling access into the school, cameras to view the school campus, and active shooter drills
were included when describing roles and duties.
Bullying
Bullying in schools was also brought into the national spotlight during the school
shooting at Columbine High School because bullying had occurred against these students who
eventually committed these acts (Brantlinger, 2007). One third of students have been involved
with bullying, either as someone who bullied or was bullied (Smokowski et al., 2014). Bullying,
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as discussed during the SRO interviews, was acknowledged as an issue within schools with
several acknowledging they would address bullying when it was observed or reported. The SROs
understood the dangers of bullying and how it can affect students who are bullied in many
different ways. This includes physical safety as well as their overall feeling of being safe, social
exclusion, academic decline, depression, and other issues (Bollmer & Harris, 2005). Their
acknowledgement of bullying as a significant safety issue is consistent with the reviewed
literature as aggressive actions by the bully and the bullied student are one of the most common
reasons for violent acts in school (Havik, 2017).
However, the acknowledgement of this issue has not changed bullying as a continuing
safety concern. Abe explained bullying is a broad category that consists of many acts that simply
may not be a criminal offense and may not be able to be adequately addressed by an SRO other
than attempting to educate students about bullying. This correlates with research provided by
Broll and Huey (2015). These non-criminal incidents of bullying, according to Abe, are left in
the hands of school staff and administrators to be addressed. A review of documents revealed a
safety checklist from the NC Department of Public Instruction that indicates that bullying
education, prevention, and intervention is provided to school administrators, teachers, staff, and
SROs. However, the SRO training program contains limited information about bullying within
the main lesson plans of the program; although, there were links to other anti-bullying education
and intervention programs. Furthermore, the reviewed literature shows many teachers are
unaware of the level of bullying that occurs at their school and do not realize how many students
are victimized as a result (Bradshaw et al., 2007). As perceptions of bullying vary among
students, so do perceptions of bullying varying among teachers and others with the responsibility
to intervene.
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Bullying is a safety concern where SROs have limited ability to address if there is not a
criminal offense associated with the bullying behavior, such as an assault or threat. Furthermore,
both SROs and school staff are limited in their ability to prevent or intervene with cyberbullying
issues. Every SRO discussed cyberbullying and how difficult it is to know when this type of
bullying occurs. This also elicited the reliance on the students to be willing to report when
bullying occurs, which was also acknowledged as a shortcoming within this issue and many
others where students were aware but SROs and school staff where not. Of bullying instances,
80%-90% of bullying involves a bystander and less than 10% defend the victim (Evans &
Smokowski, 2016).
Mental Health Concerns
The issue of mental health is a significant issue within schools and one that legitimately
contributes to possible safety related concerns within the school environment. As discussed by
Blackman et al. (2016), a review of the literature suggests many of the issues of disruptive
behavior or aggression may be the result of a mental health condition. The interviews conducted
with the SROs did elicit conversations about mental health issues; however, the level of
conversation and amount of data was in no way comparable to the amount of conversation and
input about protecting their schools from outside threats and controlling access to the school.
However, feelings by students that they are unsafe at school could be a vital determinant of
mental health issues (Nijs et al., 2013). This suggests mental health issues may serve as a core
cause for many students who feel unsafe at school. As stated by Biag (2014), the experiences
students have on their school campuses have been shown to influence both psychological health
and behavior. Barbara did mention the issue of noticing students who seemed socially isolated
and making additional efforts to try to connect with these students. Abe asserted that this issue,
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like bullying, is an issue that may be difficult for SROs to address, particularly because SROs do
not spend significant amounts of time with an individual student. In intertwining the two issues
Abe mentioned, victims of bullying are at a higher risk of depression or suicidal ideations
(Williams et al., 2018).
Much of the interaction SROs have with a student with mental health issues are because
of an incident that occurred within the school. A lack of recognition of mental health issues tends
to compartmentalize these students into the same category as other students who may have been
disruptive, disrespectful, or aggressive (Monterastelli, 2017). Many of the interviewed SROs did
discuss their interactions with students and teachers when responding to behavioral disruptions
within the classroom, including incidents that may not have been safety related or required SRO
assistance. The reported reactions in several of these accounts indicated that the responses of
some teachers may have actually contributed to the escalation of the classroom incidents.
Monsterastelli’s (2017) assertion that a teacher’s understanding of their students’ learning and
psychological needs are important for appropriate classroom management. The lack of
recognition of mental health issues at school can also be extremely detrimental. Teachers and
administrators will likely respond to acts of aggression in accordance with school disciplinary
policies and criminal law. It may be important to consider that aggression may very well be
intertwined as Smokowski et al. (2013) have asserted that anxiety may motivate aggression,
which is the most common reason for students’ referrals to mental health professionals
(Kutsyuruba et al., 2015).
Formal training for mental health issues is considered to be limited for SROs (Merkwae,
2015). A review of this state’s SRO training program provides three hours of mental health
training and four hours of training for students with developmental disabilities or learning
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deficits. The bulk of mental health training consists of handling suicidal ideations, child abuse,
and teen dating violence while the action steps consist of contacting school officials and parents.
Chris, when interviewed, contended that SROs rely on school officials to take care of certain
issues where SROs have minimal control. Taking appropriate steps to identify and address
students with mental health issues is one of these issues where SROs must rely on school
officials to take the lead.
School Climate
The review of literature has shown that school administrators strive to help other school
personnel create safer school environments, simultaneously may increase higher academic
standards (Lenhardt et al., 2018; Vagi et al., 2018). Security measures, rules and policies,
building relationships with students, and keeping students academically motivated are basic
tenets of the school climate (Bradshaw et al., 2014; Mears et al., 2018; Tanner-Smith et al.,
2007). The SRO interviews showed differences in their perception of the school climate within
their schools. A significant portion of the discussion about school climate arose within the
structured interview’s questions about feelings of being emotionally safe at school. The SROs
recognize the overall school climate plays a huge factor in how safe a student may feel they are
while there. This was evident in their discussions about the value of each relationship type within
the schools, whether student/teacher, student/ administration, student/SRO, teacher/SRO, and
administration/SRO.
Teacher/Student Relationships
Data collected from the interviews showed concern with numerous negative interactions
between teachers and students, which ultimately resulted in necessary intervention from the
SROs. School climate is, according to Bradshaw et al. (2014), a product of the interactions
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between teachers and students. The quality of relationships between teachers and students is
found to be associated with several outcomes, including academic, emotional, and behavioral
adjustment (Biag, 2014; Mitchell et al., 2016; Murray & Zyoch, 2011; Williams et al., 2018).
Individual teacher characteristics may directly influence the behavior of students (Gregory et al.,
2012; Kutsyuruba et al., 2015). Several SRO participants provided examples of incidents where
they intervened to keep the teacher from continuing to escalate the incident. There were
examples provided of SROs agreeing with students that the teacher was the initiator in a
significant conflict but tried to convince students to remain quiet and respectful to avoid
disciplinary issues. Negative behavior exhibited by students is not solely an indication of
defiance. This behavior may in fact serve as a mechanism to resist an environment they perceive
as being negative. The prevalence of these incidents is not known, only that there were several
examples provided among the 12 participants interviewed.
Many teachers list limited time and high numbers of students in the classroom as a reason
for limited relationships with students (McHugh et al., 2013; Oyedeji, 2017). The SROs
acknowledged the numerous responsibilities of teachers and that the expectations may be
unrealistic. This may also be experienced with the overreliance for SROs to intervene with
disruptions in the classroom where imminent threats of safety concerns exist. Arthur stated that
teachers do not have the time to stop teaching to address every behavioral issue, which is the
reason he treads lightly when he is called to intervene with issues that many not require an SRO
to be involved. However, limited time spent with students is a concern and a barrier for building
relationships with students. A barrier to relationship building is the school systems themselves,
who are continually striving to improve their academic progress, which further enhances and
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increases expectations of teachers and other staff members within the school (McHugh et al.,
2013).
Supportive Prevention and Intervention Resources
Schools typically have resources in place to prevent and intervene when behavioral issues
arise. This includes support staff, who are generally housed within the schools. Clarence
discussed the importance of student support staff, such as school social workers and guidance
counselors. Greater than 90% of public schools report they use behavioral intervention,
counseling, social work, or other activities and interventions (Devlin & Gottfredson, 2018;
Mears et al., 2018).
Mears et al. (2018) stated, “The challenge lies in balancing different approaches and, in
particular, balancing get-tough and support-oriented efforts-to achieve these goals” (p. 10).
According to a number of SRO participant interviews, support staff are a necessary part of
keeping school safe. Additionally, more staff is needed to help address many of the behavioral
issues within the school. Many SROs feel they are expected to address safety issues that they
may not be equipped to address, such as bullying and mental health issues. There have been
previous discussions about teachers and their limited ability to address the core issues that
contribute to behavioral issues, which may result in threats to a safe school environment, which
further accentuates the need for additional resources.
Physical Security and Environmental Efforts
Just as the school climate can affect school safety, efforts to improve physical security in
schools can also have a significant effect (Vagi et al., 2018). This point was absolutely
emphasized by the SROs within each interview. The SROs were detailed in their descriptions of
the physical environment of their assigned schools and efforts taken to enhance security.
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Cameras were one of the primary physical security enhancements that were discussed by the
SROs. The prevalence of cameras at school, the ability to monitor them, and the level of input
they were allowed to give when placing cameras was greatly varied among the different SROs
assigned to the schools. Cameras were strategically placed to monitor blind spots, common areas
and entry ways. Of schools in the United States, 89% have security cameras (Tanner-Smith et al.,
2017). However, relying on these monitoring tools on their own has not been shown to reduce
students’ exposure to criminal behavior in school (Cuellar et al., 2017; Gonzales et al., 2016;
Perumean-Chaney & Sutton, 2012). Efforts need to be made to prevent and prepare for incidents
that may occur.
Implications
The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to examine SROs’ perceptions of
school safety assigned to 12 schools within rural communities located in the Southeast region of
the United States. A gap in the literature was discovered, which became the impetus for this
study. There are numerous studies about school safety efforts that address school shooting and
mass violence. Studies about perceptions of safety in the school environment have been
conducted for many of the categories/groups of people who are directly connected and would
directly be affected by schools being safe or unsafe. This includes the perceptions of students,
teachers, school administrators, parents, law enforcement agencies, and the public at large.
Although the perceptions of SROs have been captured in literature, these perceptions were
specific to safety related events or types of safety threats. A review of the literature revealed that
a qualitative study examining the perceptions of SROs about the safety of their assigned schools
in its entirety, both physically and emotionally, was not found.
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As a result of this qualitative multiple case study to capture the perception of safety from
the SRO participants, implications of this study have been constructed. The collected data, which
was triangulated, grouped, and themed, provided thick descriptions of the perceptions about
school safety from the SROs who participated in this study. These descriptions assist in
providing the implications of this study through theoretical, empirical, and practical filters.
Theoretical
Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy of needs theory contends that primal and basic level needs,
including safety and security, must be achieved before self-actualization, which includes
academic growth and learning, can be realized. The interviews, observations, and examined
documents have all shown that the primary focal point of the SRO’s duties and responsibilities is
physical safety. Although the purpose of the school environment is to learn, this cannot be
achieved unless the basic tenets of Maslow’s hierarchy are satisfied. The data that was collected
and presented within this study illuminated numerous areas where planning, prevention, and
intervention efforts were taken to keep schools safe or address unsafe situations. Although SROs
are primarily focused on these safety efforts, contributions to ensuring schools are safe are not
fully dependent on the efforts of the SRO. For example, controlling unauthorized access into the
schools is one of the main responsibilities of SROs. The SROs revealed in their interviews that
they were reliant on other staff members in the school. If a teacher discovers that an
unauthorized person has entered an area where they should not be, they would be expected to
react to this event immediately. This would precede any other duty within their classroom and
any learning activities that may be taking place. This serves as a simple validation that, even at
organizational levels, the basic need of safety and security is a priority. Maslow (1943) has
asserted the need for safety and security is instinctual as infants immediately possess this primal
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need. The mission of schools in society is to promote and facilitate the learning process for its
students. However, the success of this mission depends on the ability to keep schools safe. Even
when safety needs are met and students are able learn freely and self-actualize, they quickly
return to the basic need level of safety and security if that need becomes threatened or is no
longer met (Noltemeyer et al., 2012).
Empirical
This study has highlighted the need for school safety to be viewed comprehensively and
collaboratively by including perspectives from all stakeholders. Whereas the stated mission of
schools is educating the students who attend, the mission of school safety is equally paramount.
As additional responsibilities and strategies to enhance learning are designed and mandated to be
implemented, teachers and administrators continue to share the responsibility of ensuring that
school environments are physically safe; furthermore, schools have a responsibility to provide an
environment where students feel safe so the learning process can take place. As expectations are
placed on administrators to find ways to elevate the academic progress within their schools, there
seems to be an inadvertent shift of focus from school safety efforts. This is not thought to be
intentional, only to suggest that continually increasing demands to improve academics within the
school may divert attention away from other necessary responsibilities. This is also evident in
some school administrators’ efforts to insert SROs into the responsibility of enforcing school
disciplinary policies, even when there is no safety-related concern that necessitates their presence
as a law enforcement officer.
The SROs are focused primarily with the safety of the schools to which they are assigned.
However, safety encompasses much more than the physical safety of the school. The SROs have
opined that there are certainly ways that others could play a larger part in school safety. Long
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standing concerns such as bullying, or student mental health concerns, may not be seen or known
by SROs until an incident that threatens school safety occurs that highlights this issue as a
possible causal or contributing factor. School climate and disciplinary policies are not controlled
by SROs. The SRO’s sole purpose is to strive to keep the school environment as safe as possible.
The question remains: What level of safety is possible without consistent collaborative efforts
from all who are able to contribute? Prioritization by school district boards and district
administrators to ensure that safety and security is the primary need to be fulfilled may actually
result in more self-actualization, namely academic achievement, for the students within their
schools.
Practical
This study has shown that SROs’ perceptions of safety in their assigned schools share
many similarities with the perceptions of others who are directly affected by school safety.
However, there are also marked differences that warrant discussion and further inquiry. The
SROs have a personal interest in the safety of their assigned schools. Their role as law
enforcement officers, the training subject matter, and legal agreements that guide their specific
duties and responsibilities are solely focused on the safety of the schools to which they are
assigned. They maintain a safety focused mindset in an environment with other stakeholders that,
while cognizant of the need to be safe, do not keep safety at the forefront until safety concerns
emerge. The SROs place physical safety as their primary duty every day. The interviews,
observations, and documents show this primary mission as difficult at best to achieve within
their assigned schools although they make substantial efforts to help keep the schools safe while
fostering and projecting a feeling of being safe to students and teachers. The factors that affect
the ability to physically keep a campus secure are numerous and tend to fluctuate. At any point in
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time, administrators, teachers, students, and others from outside the school may add to or detract
from the level of school safety at current. While SROs have control in many of these
circumstances, there are several areas where they are completely dependent on others to
contribute to help keep the schools safe.
Administrators and teachers are largely focused on academic achievement of the students
enrolled within their school. Teachers’ focus on academic progress, although the primary reason
for schools to exist and operate, remain fixated on their goal of educational attainment only when
they perceive themselves to be in a safe environment. This fixation of educational attainment is
not generally a bar or standard set from inside the walls of the school. These are state and local
officials and school boards who set these standards. Students, who are expected to learn and
grow in a setting designed for learning, are only to do so to their fullest potential when they feel
they are safe. The gaps in school safety, whether perceived and actual, are equally concerning as
perception is truth to the person who holds that belief. Just as one school administrator cannot
ensure the educational attainment of all students without the support and work of others within
the school, SROs cannot be viewed within the school environment as the lone person assigned to
keep schools safe. There must also be other consistent contributors whose primary role is to
provide a safe and nurturing school environment that promotes the learning process.
Safety is a general concept and encompasses many types of actions and efforts. Many of
these preventative and intervention efforts, which do not require the assistance of a law
enforcement officer or where the officer may not be adequately trained, should be assigned
elsewhere. Although there are bullying prevention programs within the schools which are taught
by SROs, bullying is largely overlooked or unseen until a safety related incident occurs at
school. Mental health needs, even with signs and symptoms, may be overlooked. Thus, the
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responsibility to take the lead on addressing safety issues when mental health issues may be the
causal factor falls with SROs in many instances. Schools’ physical layouts and designs may
cause significant concerns because of an inability to monitor and control access to all areas. An
overreliance on other staff members who may consider ensuring a door is locked as a secondary
or tertiary responsibility is of concern. When safety is emphasized and projected by the
educational system as a primary goal and responsibility, the safer environments will themselves
promote further self-actualization and academic achievement. Safer school environments require
a change in the entire culture of the school—not cameras, metal detectors, or an additional SRO
to roam the halls. Disciplinary measures must steer away from zero tolerance policies and be
kept out of the hands of law enforcement who are trained to handle issues differently.
Authoritative relationships and suspensions for reasons other than physical safety must be
eliminated. Relationships are key in this endeavor. Maslow’s (1943) hierarchy indicated that
safety and security was not the only level before self-actualization and learning. There are many
other areas of emphasis that warrant the attention of those who regulate, administrate, and
educate within schools. No structure ever built, no matter how high, will survive without a sturdy
foundation. These attributes, to include safety and security, are part of that foundation.
Delimitations and Limitations
Delimitations
Delimitations within this study are reasons why particular limits were set for this study’s
boundaries. Within this case study, it was decided to select schools in a largely rural area of the
country. It is acknowledged that perceptions may be somewhat different for SROs who are
assigned to schools within larger cities or more urban areas. This could have an effect on student
population, possible resources, school design, and many other variables. However, it was a
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conscious and intentional effort to capture the perceptions from SROs assigned in these rural
areas.
In speaking with SRO supervisors in those counties and considering varying levels of
experience as an SRO, race, and gender, there were SROs that were considered to be preferential
participants. Having participants who had different backgrounds, ages, and represented different
genders, races, and ethnicities was thought to be an advantage to be able to fully gather and
analyze differences in the participants’ perspectives while seeking common themes.
Limitations
Limitations of a study are areas where possible weakness of a study could have occurred;
however, these areas were not able to be controlled. When it was determined that this qualitative
study would be a multiple case study which would involve participant interviews, observations,
and collection of documents from these areas, it was acknowledged that there would be a
necessity to conduct this study in a rural area where travel requirements to these counties would
be reasonable and feasible. The interviews, observations, and collection of documents to
triangulate these findings required travel to these counties that could not have otherwise been
accomplished if the distance to these counties was significant.
Also, this study was initiated prior to the COVID 19 pandemic. Once the IRB gave
approval for the research, the pandemic was unfortunately affecting the operation of the schools.
Interviews were able to be conducted with minimal challenges. However, the non-participative
observations were significantly delayed. The design of the study included 12 participant
interviews and 6 observations. Due to the school closures, which varied among the three counties
within the study, only four of the six observations were able to be completed. This shortcoming,
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however slight, is considered to be a limitation and unavoidable due to the health and safety
precautions implemented during this time.
Lastly, limitations may exist when considering my past professional experiences. My
previous experiences as a police officer, a juvenile justice officer and administrator, and a
criminal justice instructor may have provided a different lens to which the data was viewed and
interpreted. Although every effort was taken to prevent any bias, it should still be acknowledged
that my professional background may have inadvertently affected my own analyses in this study.
Recommendations for Future Research
The study is a qualitative multiple case study that examines the perceptions of 12 SROs
assigned to schools in a rural setting. In examining and analyzing the findings of the study, many
of the SROs’ perceptions about safety in the school indicated there were, at times, differing
views and perceptions of safety within the school. One recommendation, based on all data
examined, would be a qualitative study examining perceptions of safety for SROs and the school
administrator within several schools. This study gathered perceptions of SROs; however, it
would be strongly suggested that a study provide descriptive information from both SROs and
school administrators about specific safety issues and concerns within their assigned schools.
This may assist in understanding the commonalities and differences to provide a more focused
view on ways to enhance school safety.
This study included SROs located in rural schools within one geographical area.
However, a quantitative study that examined a comprehensive inquiry of safety concerns and
barriers among SROs in numerous geographic areas in the United States would be a
recommended research study. This would also include urban and rural areas, which would
further expand into a population not considered within this study.

143
Lastly, this study also provided perceptions of safety-related areas of concern that may
not be considered under the primary purview of the school resource officer. These topics,
particularly mental health needs and bullying, have been infused into SRO training documents.
However, perceptions from the SRO participants exist that others within the school may possess
an overreliance for SROs to address safety issues that many SROs many feel would be better
addressed elsewhere. These may be areas where additional preventative efforts could mitigate or
lessen these occurrences. A study recommendation, likely qualitative, would be suggested to
examine these areas where an inquiry could be made about the success/likely success of these
preventative efforts by others and possibly a comparison of schools who have implemented
substantial preventative efforts with those who have provided a minimal preventative response.
Summary
The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study was to examine SROs’ perceptions of
school safety assigned to 12 schools within rural communities located in the Southeast region of
the United States. This study has examined the perceptions of the SRO participants who
participated in this study. These perceptions were primarily gathered through a structured
interview process with the SROs. Non-participative observations and the collection of additional
related documents served as additional source of data with which to compare, verify, and
triangulate the interviews with the participants. The data were coded, grouped, and themed to
allow the perceptions of the SROs to be analyzed and develop findings for the study. These
findings were utilized to provide the study’s implications and recommendations for future
research.
This study has highlighted the need for school safety to be a more collaborative effort
among the stakeholders who work within the school environments as well as others who can
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have an impact in school safety. Although SROs have responsibilities that are centralized on the
safety of the school environment, they are unable to adequately perform all the duties and actions
necessary for schools to truly be safe. Teachers and school administrators are tasked with the
responsibility to educate the students; however, teachers are also expected to help in activities
that assist with general safety duties and responsibilities within the school. Although collective
efforts are made among SROs and others to share the responsibility of ensuring that school
environments are safe, teachers’ increasing demands to provide and constantly improve
academics within the school may cause a loss of focus toward the collective effort of school
safety. The SROs are focused primarily with the safety of the schools to which they are assigned.
However, school safety is not just controlling access into the school and patrolling the grounds.
There are other actions and efforts to contribute to school safety that others, such as school
support staff (social workers, guidance counselors, etc.) could provide. Social issues, such as
bullying and mental health issues, could possibly be mitigated by more aggressive prevention
and intervention programs to help mitigate these incidents and address the causal factors rather
than expecting school resource officers to react to the eventual safety relate incidents.
The SROs’ role as law enforcement officers guides their specific duties and
responsibilities for the task to which they are assigned. They are tasked with having a consistent
focus on the safety of their assigned school. Other stakeholders may not consider school safety as
a primary duty, even though they may acknowledge its importance and assist when being
assigned a task by school administrators. Safety within the school environment is not the role of
a single person and will not occur without substantial efforts by administrators, teachers, support
staff, school district superintendents, and school boards. When safety is emphasized and
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projected by the educational system as a primary goal and responsibility, the safer environments
will themselves promote further self-actualization and academic achievement.
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APPENDIX A: Interview Questions
Interview Questions
1. Please introduce yourself and anything you would like to share about yourself (age,
family, hometown, family, education, hobbies, etc.).
2. How long you have served in law enforcement?
3. How long you have served as a school resource officer?
4. How you were selected to serve as a school resource officer?
5. Describe your responsibilities as a school resource officer.
6. Describe in detail what you would define as a safe school.
7. List and describe all the safety related topics that must be considered within your
assigned school. Note: This can be issues that you or anyone else may need to
consider.
8. What safety topics and areas do you think are able to be successfully controlled in the
school environment? Prompt: Why do you think these areas are able to be controlled?
9. For each topic able to be controlled, who do you believe has the responsibility to
address each specific topic area? What measures have been put in place to
successfully address these areas?
10. What safety topics are challenging and difficult to control or minimize on your school
campus? Prompt: Why are these safety topic areas difficult to control?
11. For each safety topic not able to be controlled, who has the responsibility to address
these areas? What measures, if any, have been put in place to address these areas of
concern?
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12. Describe your relationship with the following groups and discuss each group
individually: school administrators, teachers, support staff members, and students.
13. What topic areas would you consider threat to the emotional safety of students and
staff within the school, regardless of the actual threat to physical safety? What actions
occur as a result? Explain these areas in detail.
14. What factors contribute to or detract from feeling of emotional safety by students and
staff within the school? Why do these factors have an effect on emotional safety?
15. Describe your views and experiences when students and staff members have felt
unsafe in your school environment. Provide examples if possible.
16. What actions can be taken to provide a reassurance of emotional safety within the
school environment?
17. Describe the overall school climate when there is an active safety issue and describe
the overall school climate when there is no active safety issue.
18. Describe your view and experiences when students and staff members feel safe in the
school environment. Provide examples if possible.
19. Based on your experience and perceptions, describe any actions or procedures (in
detail) you would take to address unmet safety needs in your assigned school and who
would be responsible to perform these actions or procedures.
20. What hinders your job performance as an SRO? Prompt: Explain the reason for your
response.
21. What would you like to share with me about school safety from your perspective as a
school resource officer?
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APPENDIX B: Consent Form
CONSENT FORM
PERCEPTIONS OF SCHOOL SAFETY: A MULTIPLE CASE STUDY OF SCHOOL
RESOURCES OFFICERS IN A RURAL SETTING IN THE SOUTHEASTERN
UNITED STATES

Lance Britt
Liberty University
School of Education

You are invited to be in a research study that is designed to examine SROs’ perceptions of
school safety assigned to twelve schools within rural communities located in the Southeast
region of the United States. For this study, school safety is defined as the overall safety and
well-being of the school environment. The perceptions of the SROs assigned to selected schools
will be examined using these definitions of school safety. All aspects of safety within the
schools is the focus of the study and are not limited to any specific areas of emphasis. As a
professional who has worked with those in the school environment and as a parent, it is my
sincere hope that this study may provide a contribution to public safety within our schools.

Please read the entire form and ask any questions you may have before agreeing to participate in
this study. Lance Britt, a doctoral candidate in the School of Education at Liberty University , is
conducting this study.

Background Information: Schools in rural areas have experienced specific challenges to school
safety. You were selected as a possible participant because your law enforcement agency has
agreed to participate in this qualitative multiple case study.
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The purpose of this qualitative multiple case study is to examine SROs’ perceptions of school
safety assigned to schools within rural communities located in the Southeast region of the United
States.
Procedures: If you agree to participate in this study, I would ask you to do the following:
1. Participate in a one-on-one interview with the researcher, Lance Britt. The interview
would likely take anywhere between one to two hours and would be audio recorded
so it could be transcribed at a later time. The interview would take place in a
confidential setting that would allow the interview to be completed confidentially and
without interruption. The participant and researcher would arrange a mutually
agreeable time to conduct the interview, considering the participant’s prescribed
duties and responsibilities.
2. Provide the researcher, Lance Britt, with copies of documents related to school safety
within your assigned school or specific to your agency’s responsibilities as a school
resource officer as allowed and applicable. Safety plans, building maps, school
operation times and schedules, safety exercises or drill information, school resource
officer job description, memorandum of agreement between school system and law
enforcement agency, etc. No documents will be requested that are protected by any
or any other state or federal protection mandates (FERPA, HIPPA, etc.) or any
documents specific to any individual students or staff members.
3. Allow the researcher, Lance Britt, to contact the participant after the interview to
clarify or help explain any statements made during the interview after the interviews
are transcribed. Additionally, the participants will be contacted after the documents
are transcribed to ensure that the transcribed documents accurately reflect what was
provided to the researcher during the interview.
The fourth procedure is an additional procedure that will be requested of some
participants. A participant may agree to take part in procedures one, two, and three,
but may decline to participate in fourth procedure should they be requested to do so.
Please note that not all participants will be asked to participate in the fourth
procedure.
4. Allow the researcher, Lance Britt, to observe the participant within their assigned
school setting. The period of observation would be approximately four hours and
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may be scheduled at any time within the scheduled school day. The researcher would
arrange a mutually agreeable time for the observation with the participant. The
researcher would be a non-participant in any and all activities and duties of the school
resource officer and would be there as an observer. Notes would be taken during the
observation and questions may be asked to clarify something observed during the
period of observation.
Risks and benefits of Participation: The risks involved are minimal and are equal to any risks
you would encounter in your everyday live. There are no direct benefits to participating in this
study for the participants.
Benefits to society are a qualitative examination of the perceptions of SROs regarding safety
within a rural environment. This study will hopefully contribute to the current literature about
school safety and SROs perceptions of safety within the schools.

Compensation: Participants will not be compensated for participating in this study.
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APPENDIX C: Institutional Review Board Application
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APPENDIX D: Sample Observation Protocol
Activity Date/Time

Descriptive Notes

Reflective Notes

The information listed

The information in this

The information in this

within this column will

column will provide a

column will be personal

list the date and time of

description of the activities

thoughts or reflections about

the activity being

and actions the researcher

the activity or action recorded

observed.

observes of the school

in the Descriptive Notes

resource officer within their

column.

assigned school setting.
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APPENDIX E: Source Codes

Codes
access to building
barriers to doing job
building
bullying
bus
cameras
change behavior
communication
conflicts-getting pulled away
counseling
crowded areas
district administration
drugs
emotional safety
expectation to enforce school rules
expectations
feel safe/unsafe
help
input
law enforcement
media
mental health

Sources
I, O, L
I,O, L
I,O,D,L
I,D,L
I,D,L
I,O,D,L
I, L
I,O,L
I, O, D, L
I, L
I, L
I, L
I, D, L
I, L
I, O, L
I, O, L
I, L
I
I, L
I, D, L
I, L
I, D, L

Source Codes: I= Interview
O= Non-participatory Observations
D= Documents
L= Literature Review

Codes
money
parents
parking lot
patrol the grounds
perception
physical safety
plan
principal
protect
public perceptions of
LEO's
resources
shooter
social media
sro choice
sro roles
students
SWAT
teach
teacher
traffic
training

Sources
I, L
I, O,L
I, O, L
I, O, L
I, L
I, O, L
I, D, L
I, O, D, L
I, O, L
I, L
I, O, D, L
I, D, L
I, L
I, D, L
I, O, D, L
I, O, D, L
I, L
I, L
I, O, D, L
I, O, D, L
I, O, D, L
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APPENDIX F: Themes
Understanding
Roles

Relationships

Teamwork

Facilities and
Equipment

Community
Influences

access to building
barriers to doing job

barriers to doing job
bullying

access to building
building

barriers to doing job
building

building
bullying
bus

change behavior
communication
counseling

bullying
bus
change behavior

cameras

district
administration
emotional safety

communication

access to building
barriers to doing
job
building
cameras
district
administration
feel safe/unsafe

change behavior
communication
conflicts-getting
pulled away

expectation to
enforce school rules
feel safe/unsafe

counseling

help

district administration
drugs
emotional safety
expectation to
enforce school rules
feel safe/unsafe
input

input
patrol the grounds

law enforcement
mental health
parking lot
patrol the grounds
perception
physical safety
plan
principal
protect
resources
shooter
teacher
traffic

conflicts-getting
pulled away
emotional safety
expectation to
enforce school
rules
feel safe/unsafe

help
patrol the
grounds
physical safety

plan

help
mental health
parking lot
perception

principal
protect
resources
shooter

plan
principal
protect
public perceptions
of LEO's
shooter
sro choice
students

physical safety
plan
principal
protect

students
teacher

teach
teacher

teacher
traffic
training

perception

resources
shooter
students

bullying
cameras
communication
conflicts-getting
pulled away
district
administration
drugs
emotional safety

expectation to
enforce school rules
law enforcement
media
mental health
money
parents
patrol the grounds
perception
physical safety
plan
principal
public perceptions of
LEO's
resources
shooter
social media
sro choice
students
SWAT
teacher
training

